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service. Since then, I have built a successful career based on this track record. 
One could say that I am continuing to cash in on this history by writing this 
book; my cultural status is enhanced by the prestige that comes with book 
publication through the academy. I could not have had this career trajectory 
without my access to elite educational institutions and their social networks, 
inherited wealth, as well as my legibility as a potentially successful nonprofit 
executive—which are all a product of my own investment in my whiteness.” 
Of course, I worked hard in starting New Urban Arts and in writing this 
book. But I would have had to work much harder as a person of color to prove 
that I could launch and run a nonprofit when I was twenty-one years old, 
which, in and of itself, requires, I think, an incredible sense of white male en- 
titlement. And I would have had a much harder time enduring the economi- 
cally difficult times of starting a nonprofit if I had grown up poor. 

So the creative policy environment in Providence and Rhode Island has 
not acknowledged the fact that developing twenty-first-century skills through 
creative learning is not an equalizer in the creative city because developing 
these skills is not all that is necessary to survive and prosper in these dys- 
functional labor markets. Moreover, given the view today that anyone can be 
creative, this focus on creativity in urban renewal has only mobilized a brand 
of capitalism that has legitimized the erosion of support for those who are 
poor. In other words, when the poor fail to succeed in the creative city, their 
failure must have been caused by the fact that they have remained “troubled” 
not “transformed.” So being creative in Providence has simply become a eu- 
phemism for the practice of survival for far too many people. For Lunisol, 
the reality of being young, poor, and creative meant already living in a house 
without heat during the winter—dying of frostbite, as she put it—without re- 
sources or support available to her when shit got hard or she happened to 
fuck up. 

But the perspectives and experiences of Lunisol, Theo, and Laura also 
complicate this neoliberal critique of creativity, work, and citizenship. New 
Urban Arts has never been concerned with cultivating individuals who see 
themselves as privately responsible for their own futures based on the mar- 
ket value of their privatized creativity. Through arts mentoring at New Ur- 
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ban Arts, while living through this conjuncture of the Creative Capital, some 
young people have come to desire living in a collective, and thus committing 
to radical politics that affirm their nonnormative identities. A collectivist and 
more politically radical orientation to creativity is also alive and well in both 
Providence and New Urban Arts’ studio, and the studio is a place for some 
people to access and identify with this social scene in the city that affirms this 
emerging orientation to social life, culture, and politics. 

At the same time, this collectivist orientation to creativity is also con- 
tradictory in the Creative Capital. It produces uncompensated cultural labor 
for the city through transforming some “troubled youth” into creatives, who 
help populate the city with a “real” image of creativity, as Theo put it. These 
“transformed youth” join already “creative youth” in building bikes, making 
stuff with their hands, and giving away posters for free. Together, they gener- 
ate the buzz that the Creative Capital repackages and uses to promote itself 
through place-marketing campaigns. At the same time, the creative under- 
class is satisfied with earning the high status of the cultural underground and 
acquiring the newfound dignity of rejecting “real jobs” that never existed for 
them in the first place. 

So it seems that the organization of social power in Providence would 
be quite satisfied with young people of color, gender-nonconforming youth, 
and poor youth “choosing” a collectivist, utopian bohemian lifestyle in aban- 
doned warehouses without heat (until capital is ready to develop those ware- 
houses). These “transformed” youth do not need to choose a privatized or 
market-oriented orientation to creativity to satisfy the Creative Capital’s mar- 
ket demands. Their choices as a creative underclass can both legitimize the 
image of the Creative Capital as inclusive and trendy, and also grease the local 
labor market with more desperate low-wage workers in the service industries 
who project the look and feel of creativity and ethnic difference. 

If cities such as Providence are expecting to profit from poor young peo- 
ple of color who choose not to get a real job and breathe life into the city’s ag- 
ing industrial infrastructure, then a living wage or, better, universal basic in- 
come, is going to be necessary to level the playing field for those who have not 
inherited the private safety net needed to endure sustained periods of high 
risk and high uncertainty as transformed creatives. If and when these pol- 
icy conditions are met, young people who choose to participate in New Ur- 
ban Arts might be in a position to look back at their important relationships 
with artist-mentors, whom Lunisol considered “real gems,” without asking, 
“Would I have idolized you in the same way? Would I have looked up to you? 
Would I have even built that relationship with you?” 
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Until those conditions are met, the conviviality of New Urban Arts will 
always be met with ambivalence from some youth participants later in life 
when shit gets too hard for them and/or they happen to fuck up. Until then, 
the arts mentoring model I developed will have to negotiate the contradic- 
tions of empowering some young people to embrace a creative lifestyle that 
affirms their nonnormative existence and transforms the cultural landscape 
of the city, while at the same time “empowering” them to “choose” to repro- 
duce their subordinate class futures and service the cultural and economic 
demands of white capital accumulation in the creative city. That “line of ten- 
dential force,” as Stuart Hall would describe it,” must be resisted. 
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AUTOETHNOGRAPHY OF A 
“GENTRIFYING FORCE” 


After returning to New Urban Arts in 2012 to begin this research 
project, I started to notice how several alumni of New Urban Arts 
were discussing gentrification of their neighborhoods in Provi- 
dence. A few alumni, for example, noted on social media how 
young white people were jogging on the South Side, a sight that 
they had never seen in their neighborhood. Another youth par- 
ticipant noted that challenging gentrification in Providence was 
an important yet complicated task for her. She said that she bene- 
fited as a young person from nonprofit organizations in the city, 
but at the same time she felt that these organizations were also 
“gentrifying forces.” New Urban Arts under my leadership was 
one of the organizations that she had in mind. Her account chal- 
lenged me to reflect on the contradictions of my white educational 
leadership at New Urban Arts with particular reference to racist 
real estate practices. Like my critique in the previous chapter of 
how the model of creative production reproduces social inequal- 
ity, this analysis is also necessary to inform youth activism in the 
gentrifying city. 

As much as people might believe that American cities are 
experiencing a great recovery in the early twenty-first century, 
American cities have actually shrunk since 2000. The share of 


Americans living in cities declined by 7 percent between 2000 and 2014.' As 
cities have shrunk, high-poverty tracts have moved away from the downtown 
core and spread out both across cities and into the suburbs. As cities have 
become less populated and the suburbs have become poorer, cities have also 
become home to more young, rich, childless, highly educated, and white peo- 
ple. Individuals aged twenty-five to forty-nine who are in the top tenth of the 
income distribution were 11 percent more likely to live in an urban neighbor- 
hood in 2014 than in 2000.” Moreover, affluent and white residents are now 
33 percent more likely to live in higher-density urban neighborhoods than 
fifteen years earlier.’ These statistics point to the fact that pockets of cities 
are gentrifying or have already been gentrified as cities have shrunk. The 
rising poverty in suburbs points to the displacement of low-income people 
from urban neighborhoods, and the stagnant incomes of those who already 
lived there. So cities are becoming gentrified in the sense that higher-income 
households are replacing and displacing lower-income households. As cities 
gentrify, upwardly mobile and often white people bring their own ways of life 
and aesthetic preferences with them into cities.‘ In other words, the gentrifi- 
cation of cities is not just a question of economic and residential displacement 
but also the displacement of how cities are, and might otherwise be, lived. 
These cultural ways of life tend to shore up the economic and political inter- 
ests of white people who are more likely to own property and profit from real 
estate speculation after decades of what bell hooks calls “real estate racism.” 
Clear and conclusive evidence that Providence is gentrifying, or has 
been gentrified, is difficult to find. It is true that the population of Providence 
has become more nonwhite since New Urban Arts was founded in 1997. But 
there are demographic shifts across certain tracts in the city that align with 
perceptions of gentrification by alumni of New Urban Arts. In her analysis 
of gentrification in Providence in 2017, Fay Strongin interviewed seventeen 
community development, housing, and planning practitioners in Providence 
and found widespread agreement that neighborhood change in some of the 
city’s neighborhoods qualified as gentrification, even as these processes of 
change have moved slowly due to real estate boom and bust cycles.° Strongin 
compared demographic change across the city’s thirty-nine tracts and com- 
pared those changes to neighborhood types considered to be gentrified. In 
her analysis, Strongin found that twelve of the city’s thirty-nine census tracts 
are “potentially gentrifying.”’ Six of these potentially gentrifying neighbor- 
hoods surround New Urban Arts’ studio, and eleven of the twelve tracts are 
where the majority of New Urban Arts’ participants live.’ New Urban Arts is 
also based on the border of Federal Hill, a neighborhood with the most indi- 
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cators of gentrification among these twelve tracts.’ These indicators include 
the young adult share, the share of adults with a college degree, the nonfamily 
household share, the white share, average household income, and the share of 
Latinx residents.” Gentrification is often dismissed as a social problem based 
on the assumption that these shifts are “natural,” shaped by the rational self- 
interests of people choosing where to live. But it is important to recognize that 
these emergent patterns of gentrification are by design and are inflected with 
historically enduring racist social patterns. 

When I arrived in Providence in the mid-1990s, I often heard the city 
described in negative terms. Race and class were often unstated but implied 
in the everyday speech patterns that I encountered. Providence was “danger- 


» 


ous” and “seedy,” “gritty” and “rough.” It was also known as the “armpit” of 
New England. As a young, affluent, and white kid who went to a leafy private 
school while growing up in the suburbs of Columbus, Ohio, these subtle mes- 
sages were reminders to stay on College Hill, the neighborhood overlooking 
downtown Providence. These messages were coded references to the disin- 
vestment of the city as manufacturing moved elsewhere, as well as the people 
of color and poor people now living in the city whom I had become taught and 
habituated to see as culturally deprived and as threats to my white existence." 

I do not want to downplay the social challenges facing the city at that 
time.” After all, my roommate while I was a student at Brown survived be- 
ing shot randomly in what was likely a gang initiation. Several youth partici- 
pants at New Urban Arts often reported in its early years their own struggles 
with keeping themselves out of the grips of gang violence. My analytical con- 
cern, however, is how discourses around youth, race, and violence have been 
used to mobilize an urban reconfiguration in Providence that tended to privi- 
lege the social, cultural, political, and economic interests of upwardly mobile 
and white people—including the right to live. These discourses produce what 
Gramsci called “common-sense,” which combines elements of both truth 
and ideology to build contradictory coalitions that reward dominant inter- 
ests.“ For example, one could imagine an urban script that attempts to ad- 
dress, for example, the scourge of gang violence, without using it as leverage 
to reward people like me. But that has not been the strong tendency in Provi- 
dence. Instead, that social crisis was seized as an opportunity to shore up the 
interests of whiteness, and the discourses of youth and creativity have proved 
highly effective in that regard. 

For example, Richard Lupo, an owner of a music venue in downtown 
Providence for decades, criticized the fact that people framed the city as dan- 
gerous and disordered in relation to youth. “In 1992, it was scary to stand on 
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Westminster Street at 10 p.m.,” Lupo said, as he described the dominant way 
of thinking about Providence in the early 1990s. “Cars would go by with four 
or five scary youths.” Lupo argued that this racist and classist representa- 
tion of Providence as a dangerous and disordered place was articulated to 
youth. In other words, “youths”—a euphemism, I think, for young people of 
color—were seen as running interference on property developers’ accumu- 
lative desire. These youth were to blame for the city’s seedy image and they 
needed to be managed as a result if the city was going to attract capital in- 
vestment to support property development. Indeed, these “troubled youth” 
needed to be transformed, managed, and relocated. Relatively affluent and 
white creatives from Brown and RISD, such as myself, needed to move in. 

When the once great proponent of creative city politics, Richard Florida, 
visited Providence in 2003, he argued that Providence exported too much of 
its college-educated talent from Brown and RISD. He thus advocated for strat- 
egies to retain young creatives from these highly selective and private institu- 
tions of higher education.’* According to this script, more affluent creatives 
from these institutions, such as myself, would then launch dynamic start-ups 
and host art events, thus attracting inward investment, tourism, and addi- 
tional creative workers. In retrospect, this script was designed to reconfigure 
the city precisely for the benefit of people such as myself, and at the expense 
of low-income and working-class communities of color who lived in the city 
prior to the city being rebranded as artsy and creative. I was hailed, as Al- 
thusser would argue,” to a particular place in the social order of the city, liv- 
ing my life as one of the desirable white creatives committed to the common 
good, transforming the city’s image to attract capital investment. My found- 
ing and leading of New Urban Arts was entertainable only as an option for 
me and for others because Providence wanted creatives to transform “scary 
youths” hanging out downtown. Leveraging support for New Urban Arts in 
the aughts was always tied to this taken-for-granted sense that youth in the 
city needed to be kept off the streets, perhaps even kept out of downtown, and 
that it was desirable to transform the style and comportment of youth of color 
so that they seem less scary to white people as these new urban consumers 
were beckoned back to the city to live, shop, and dine. 

So the structural conditions were set for me to become a gentrifying 
force the moment I arrived in Providence for the first time as a college stu- 
dent in 1994. My success as the founder of New Urban Arts—the very possi- 
bility of New Urban Arts’ existence—depended upon the subject position of 
the young white man as a creative force for good in the city. And my sense 
of who I was and what I could do was constituted by these swirling discourses 
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of youth and creativity that were always stitched to questions of race and class. 
As much as I set out to serve young people of color through New Urban Arts, 
I was already entangled in racist cultural and economic processes. 

This finding became clear to me when I started fieldwork for this book 
project in 2012. During this fieldwork, I reconstructed a chronology that 
shook me. But, over time, the analytical challenge for me was how and why I 
told this story now, in this book, in ways that did not simply recapitulate my 
own possessive investment in whiteness. 


A FADED AREA FINDS FRESH APPEAL 


I met Mariana in 2003 during her freshman year in high school. Mariana, 
whose parents immigrated to the city from the Dominican Republic, lived in 
the West End neighborhood where New Urban Arts has been located since 
1998. When Mariana’s mother drove her home from middle school, she used 
to notice New Urban Arts and wonder what it was. Then she met one of New 
Urban Arts’ staff members who volunteered at her middle school, and this 
volunteer encouraged Mariana to join the studio once she started high school. 
The summer before high school began, Mariana found herself walking to the 
studio to check it out. She stopped several times on her way to the studio, and 
each time, she turned around to go home. She was afraid to go to the studio by 
herself. But one day, she turned herself back around again and forced herself 
to walk into the storefront studio for the first time. 

On her first day in the studio, Mariana learned about a mural project 
that I had commissioned at New Urban Arts. A young artist who was an un- 
dergraduate at Brown University had received funding from the university to 
run a mural project at New Urban Arts during the summer. The purpose of 
the mural was to challenge stigmas associated with the West End and to cel- 
ebrate the cultural vibrancy of this predominantly Latinx neighborhood. In 
other words, the mural was designed to trouble representations of the neigh- 
borhood as culturally deprived and deficient. 

In a letter to youth members and their families, the young artist lead- 
ing the mural project described how the production of the mural involved 
library research on Providence history and culture, interviewing residents in 
the neighborhood, photographing the city and its people, and painting a mu- 
ral based on what they learned. The artist wrote that the mural was an excel- 
lent opportunity for young people at New Urban Arts to create a highly vis- 
ible work of public art that positively affected the community. She explained 
that youth members would learn how the neighborhood has changed over 
time. These youth members would also reflect on what defines its landscape 
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Figure 5.1 Photograph of mural by Mariana and her peers at the corner 
of Dean and Westminster Street, 2003. Photo by the author. 


and culture, what they value most about the neighborhood, and what they 
consider to be the neighborhood’s most pressing challenges. Recognizing 
the potential benefits of this mural to the street corner at Westminster and 
Dean Streets, I approached New Urban Arts’ landlord and asked the company 
to consider forgiving one month’s rent in return for making the mural and 
beautifying the neighborhood. New Urban Arts struggled to pay its $2,000 
monthly rent at the time. The company agreed to the deal, and I was ecstatic. 

With this artist and her peers, Mariana walked the streets of the West 
End that summer. She interviewed her neighbors, took photographs, and re- 
searched the neighborhood’s history as she and her collaborators developed 
and completed the mural. As figure 5.1 shows, their finished mural features 
several portraits of residents living in the neighborhood, standing before a 
few of the city’s architectural landmarks and proud symbols. Mariana loved 
the experience of making this mural. 

“I came to New Urban Arts every day after that. I loved it,” Mariana said 
years later in an interview with me. “I was working on a mural, and the mural 
became really important to me. This was my neighborhood.” 

Two years after completing the mural, in 2005, a photograph of it ap- 
peared in the Travel section of the New York Times. The Times article, written 
by Bonnie Tsui, is titled, “In Providence, Faded Area Finds Fresh Appeal.” 
The photograph in the newspaper features two young Latinas smiling and 
walking home from school in front of the New Urban Arts mural. In the arti- 
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cle, Tsui celebrated the transformation of the West End from a “faded” neigh- 
borhood, as she put it, into a trendy enclave for young creatives. The article 
beckoned tourists to New Urban Arts’ neighborhood, to Mariana’s neighbor- 
hood, promising a creative and newly revitalized area, home to hip and cool 
coffee shops, boutiques, and lofts. The article suggested to readers—and po- 
tential real estate buyers—that they were in competition with “artists from 
elsewhere in the city” who “have flocked to the neighborhood in recent years 
looking for the last affordable loft spaces.” 

The article suggested that the revitalization of the West End was, as Tsui 
put it, “community-led.”” The meaning of “community” here is no doubt a eu- 
phemism for people of color, mainly Latinx people, who lived in the “faded” 
neighborhood prior to the arrival of these artists and loft buyers. The Times’ 
image of New Urban Arts’ uplifting mural, accompanied by the two young 
Latinas walking home from school in front of it, represented this “commu- 
nity.” The mural provided an image of diversity that new residents in the 
neighborhood would desire, what Stuart Hall has called a “spectacle of eth- 
nicity.””! That is to say, these smiling young girls of color and the mural back- 
drop behind them became ethnic props that appealed to affluent, highly edu- 
cated, politically progressive, and/or white people being summoned back to 
the neighborhood—people like me. This rhetoric and the image worked to- 
gether to suggest that “the community” was welcoming, if not leading, these 
neighborhood changes. This rhetoric of “community-led revitalization” ap- 
peals to the liberal politics of these new urban consumers and residents. In 
other words, they can imagine themselves as antiracist and antisettler even as 
they gentrify the neighborhood. This article represented residents as if they 
should expect to participate in neighborhood renewal that is welcomed, in- 
deed led, by the low-income and working-class residents of color living in the 
neighborhood, including young people such as Mariana. 

In 2008, three years after this article appeared in the New York Times 
and one week before her graduation from high school, Mariana and her fam- 
ily were displaced from their apartment in a duplex house in the West End 
located only a few blocks from the mural. An old brick mill building next to 
their apartment, where her family members had once worked in low-wage 
jewelry assembly jobs, was being converted into luxury-branded lofts. Their 
duplex was razed to make way for the lofts’ parking lot. The arrival of people 
who were called to the neighborhood by the New York Times led to her fami- 
ly’s displacement. And Brady Sullivan, a New Hampshire-based property de- 
veloper, which purchased the building for $2.4 million, sold the loft building 
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Figure 5.2 Picture of Grant Mill, 2018. Permission Will Heublein. 


a decade later for $13.4 million.” Figure 5.2 shows the building in 2010, now 
named “Grant Mill,” after its conversion into lofts. 

The troubling irony of this story is that Mariana did what I had hoped 
for her, and what the conventional creative city script called for her to do. She 
improved her neighborhood through making a mural with her peers. She de- 
veloped new skills by executing a large-scale project from conception to com- 
pletion. In the process, she and her peers transformed the landscape of their 
city, their “faded” neighborhood, and, as Creative Providence would have it, 
“transformed” herself into someone who loved the creative offer of New Ur- 
ban Arts. Yet Providence turned against her. 

As I have reflected on this story over the years, and my own role within 
it, I have debated with myself and with other people about questions of pro- 
portion and causality. How much was New Urban Arts, under my watch, re- 
sponsible for Mariana’s eviction? Of course, it is impossible to know whether 
Mariana and her family would have been evicted from their home if the mu- 
ral had not been made. It is impossible to know whether Mariana and her 
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family would have been evicted if youth participants at New Urban Arts had 
been led in making a mural that did not provide the West End a tidy and 
comfortable image of ethnic diversity. It is impossible to know if Mariana and 
her family would have been evicted if the New York Times had opted for a dif- 
ferent and more critical narrative of cultural urban redevelopment. And it is 
worth noting that New Urban Arts has moved away from engaging youth in 
making public murals over the past few years because the organization is con- 
cerned about the role of these cultural artifacts in gentrification. But I think 
it is safe to say that Mariana’s family probably would have been evicted even 
if New Urban Arts had never made the mural or if a photograph of the mural 
had not appeared in the New York Times. So I could be fairly questioned for 
making too much of this story. 

I have not only been questioned for insinuating causality. After I recon- 
structed this chronology, I went back to some of the youth participants in 
this research and asked them what they thought about this story. I suppose 
that I expected them to be surprised and outraged by my discovery. But that 
is not what I heard. Gabriela, for example, the theorist of troublemaking, re- 
sponded with a resounding, “Duh.” In other words, while she did not know 
the specifics of the story, she already understood its general contours. That is 
to say, she understood already that when young people of color do something 
positive in their neighborhood, there is a tendency for whiteness to steal the 
fruits of their labor to expand its power. She suggested that I do my home- 
work and look into the critical knowledge already present within communi- 
ties of color about gentrification. As I have already noted, James Baldwin in 
the 1960s described “urban renewal” as just another word for state-sponsored 
“negro removal” as he examined changes in San Francisco at the time.” And 
bell hooks, writing in the 1990s, described these urban renewal projects as 
“state-orchestrated, racialized class warfare.”** In other words, Gabriela was 
suggesting that I should not congratulate myself for discovering a phenom- 
enon that has already been well-documented and theorized from a critical 
race perspective. Indeed, if anything, I should recognize how my late ar- 
rival at this critical understanding is a historical product of my willful white 
ignorance. 

Moreover, Gabriela wanted to know why I felt compelled to tell this story, 
to write about this story in this book. “Did I feel guilty?” she asked. With 
this question, Gabriela was engaging with the politics of representation in this 
book and the affective labor that white people do when confronted with caus- 
ing racial injury.” This labor always has the paradoxical effect of taxing peo- 
ple of color and protecting the interests of whiteness. In this case, I could be 
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telling this story to seek forgiveness from the young people that I hurt, thus 
absolving me of the guilt that I feel. I would then be centering on my feelings 
while distracting myself from the actions that it might take to attempt to dis- 
invest whiteness of its power and profitability, to repair its injustice of steal- 
ing land. 

Resolving white guilt might not be the only self-serving motivation in 
play here. For example, I could be positioning myself as one who is now oper- 
ating outside the racist logic of urban renewal, as one who possesses the criti- 
cal consciousness needed to transform these conditions. In this case, I could 
be representing young people of color such as Mariana as those who suffer 
from “false consciousness,” who need my clairvoyance to see the injustice of 
the Creative Capital. Here again, I would be reproducing a white gaze that is 
only capable of seeing people of color as less than, as objects of history, as peo- 
ple defined by pain and suffering. My research encounters with young people 
of color shows that this dynamic is not the case. They were educating me. 

There is a third problematic “move to innocence” that might also be in 
play here.” I could be rerepresenting myself as someone who now sees the 
totality and near inescapability of my white-inflicted racist violence. In this 
case, I would be telling this story to signal my virtue, showing that I can see 
the racial injury I have caused. I would then be showing that I have overcome 
“white fragility” and can withstand the criticism that I deserve.” I would be 
suggesting that, now, I am “woke,” standing on the right side of history, per- 
forming the right kind of white politics. The circularity of this white reflexiv- 
ity would also be self-serving because it still distracts from repairing injustice, 
from disinvesting whiteness of its power and profitability. 

Of course, I would never claim to know my “true” motivations in telling 
this story. My point is that each of these options—resolving guilt, reasserting 
critical consciousness, and performing wokeness—are all self-serving cul- 
tural scripts that are available to me and other white people when confronted 
with the racist injuries they cause. These scripts are inevitably recruiting me, 
being inscribed on and through me as I write this line. Nonetheless, aware- 
ness of these cultural scripts does count as knowledge, knowledge that can be 
generative of political action. Indeed, acknowledging the circularity of white 
reflexivity has clarified for me the need to write this book in this way, to ana- 
lyze how I have been recruited by white creativity, and to commit to a book 
project that might contribute to youth activism in the gentrifying city. Work- 
ing toward this cultural political strategy against the gentrifying city will 
benefit from an extended analysis of how this displacement by Mariana and 
her family was by design. 
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THE NEW URBAN WELFARE KINGS 


In 2001, two years before I commissioned Mariana’s mural at New Urban 
Arts, the state of Rhode Island passed legislation that provided economic in- 
centives to rehabilitate historic property.” Effective January 1, 2002, state in- 
come tax credits were awarded to property developers for up to 30 percent of 
qualified rehabilitation expenditures on historic properties. Qualifying prop- 
erties had to be listed on national or state registers of historic places or located 
in a historic district. Through these tax credits, the state of Rhode Island pro- 
vided $460 million in subsidies to 277 projects between 2002 and 2007. One of 
the qualifying projects was the 2005 loft-conversion next to Mariana’s home 
in the West End. 

This building was eligible for state tax credits because it was included in 
the first thematic historic district in the United States.” Old red brick indus- 
trial buildings in Providence are not uncommon, and after artists began set- 
tling in them in the 1990s, it became clear to developers that there was a mar- 
ket for retrofitting them for urban loft living. 

To both fuel and satisfy this demand for loft living, these buildings were 
placed in a noncontiguous historic district known as the Providence Indus- 
trial and Commercial Building District (ICcBD).*° This thematic district pro- 
vided the means to subsidize the redevelopment of industrial buildings across 
the city associated with the image and lifestyle of the creative city captured 
in Tsui’s article. The IcBD was constructed as a district based on the histori- 
cal value of these buildings, as well as the speculative profitability of their 
aesthetics, not one based on place or proximity. The displacement of Mari- 
ana and her family occurred because they lived next to one building that was 
included in this thematic district, not because they lived in a neighborhood 
targeted for investment. The physical separation of the buildings themselves 
make the effects of state-orchestrated, racialized class warfare seemingly more 
random and harder to resist. 

The local appeal of living in these buildings was so strong that Lunisol, 
for example, mentioned it as a signifier of cultural status in the city when she 
was debating the lifestyle choices available to her in Providence as a creative. 
Another participant in New Urban Arts told me that her American Dream 
did not entail a suburban house behind a white picket fence but rather a spa- 
cious red brick loft with good city views. For her, class mobility meant mov- 
ing into a loft in an increasingly affluent and white urban neighborhood, not 
the white suburbs. These examples show how the “transformation” of “trou- 
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bled youth” entailed the construction of a class fantasy to live in this thematic 
district. 

A problem with the state tax credits used to subsidize the property de- 
velopments in this thematic district was that their developers were likely to 
have been incorporated outside of the state. For example, the developer of 
Mariana’s building, Brady Sullivan, was incorporated in New Hampshire and 
therefore did not pay state income tax in Rhode Island. Brady Sullivan could 
therefore not profit from public subsidy unless there was a workaround. State 
law in Rhode Island solved this problem by allowing out-of-state property 
developers to sell their tax credits to brokers who, in turn, could sell these 
credits to Rhode Island-based individuals and corporations seeking to lower 
their state income taxes.” These tax credits were sold at a discount to incen- 
tivize this transaction. In other words, to solve the problem of subsidizing 
out-of-state property developers, the state of Rhode Island, much like numer- 
ous other states in the United States,” established not only a thematic district 
based on an aesthetic but also a complex financial market for the transfer- 
able tax credits based on this image and idea. This financial market has pro- 
vided subsidies to socially connected and wealthy individuals, brokers, and 
financial advisers in Rhode Island who could take advantage of this complex 
market.” This financial market reasserted the power, resources, and oppor- 
tunities of affluent people, which, in Rhode Island, also means they are more 
likely to be white. 

The city of Providence provided additional tax stabilization agreements 
to property developers in Providence. Property owners of these historic com- 
mercial and industrial buildings were provided relief from their city property 
taxes in addition to receiving state income tax credits. These municipal agree- 
ments were contingent upon property developers guaranteeing the addition 
of affordable housing in Providence and hiring local contractors and women 
and minority-owned businesses. Yet, in 2014, Providence’s internal auditor 
found that the redevelopment projects that received property tax stabilization 
agreements in Providence were not monitored and were not in compliance.** 
While low-income families such as Mariana’s were expected to have greater 
access to affordable housing through these agreements, this opportunity 
never came to fruition in the ways that were promised, which is unsurprising. 

Despite these shortcomings, the city of Providence proceeded to extend 
these tax stabilization agreements for these property owners at the height of 
the Great Recession (2007-9). These extensions were awarded because these 
property owners had, as a city ordinance put it, “suffered serious financial 
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setbacks and hardships as a result of the collapse of the real estate and finan- 


cial markets over the past several years.”*° 


Through these extensions, one ma- 
jor downtown property owner in Providence, Arnold “Buff” Chace, paid less 
than $1 million in property taxes over the span of fifteen years. Without these 
tax stabilization agreements, Chace would have paid an estimated $9 million. 

Chase, a member of a well-established New England family that owned 
the textile manufacturing company Berkshire Hathaway that was purchased 
by Warren Buffet, was a major donor and supporter of mayor David Cicil- 
line, the key figure in rebranding Providence as a creative city. It is plausible 
that Chace and his team contributed to the drafting of state law and city or- 
dinances that provided these tax credits and subsidies. Nonetheless, accord- 
ing to the local news reporting of Michael Corkery, Chase saw himself as an 
urban benefactor, a person saving the city from urban decay.** Indeed, Chace 
thought of the development of his property in Providence as a civic duty, and 
therefore himself as a person who would preserve and restore Providence to 
its historic majesty.” 

Of course, the rationale for these subsidies is that property development 
would not happen without them. Without state-subsidized property develop- 
ment, the city and state’s tax base would remain suppressed so that neither 
the state nor the city could provide adequate services to the public, including 
public education. Another argument is that taxpayers should expect to receive 
a financial return on the investment of tax dollars. Grow Smart Rhode Is- 
land, a nonprofit organization dedicated to “sensible alternatives to suburban 
sprawl and urban decay,” argued that $1.0 million of historic tax credits lever- 
aged $5.35 million in total economic output in Rhode Island.** The cost of the 
credits to the taxpayer was then recouped through added income taxes and 
sales tax revenue generated by new residents, workers, and consumers. Chace, 
who avoided paying $8 million in city property taxes, was a founding board 
member of Grow Smart Rhode Island. 

The argument that providing Chace welfare is good for the city does 
not use good logic. It depends upon a false choice. The argument that urban 
property development would not happen without taxpayer subsidies and self- 
rewarding markets sets up a choice between property development with sub- 
sidies or no property development at all. But as a taxpayer with a commitment 
to young people and the common good, I am for sustainable property devel- 
opment in Providence and I am against Mariana’s displacement. But holding 
these two options together is not permitted through the construction of this 
false choice: one is either for or against creative property development. 

The fact that tax credits may well leverage economic output also does 
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not specify who wins and loses from that output, or how those gains and 
losses might be divided unevenly across different social groups and space. In 
other words, some taxpayers in Rhode Island benefited from the subsidies, 
but others did not, and these costs and benefits can be predictably correlated 
with factors that include race, gender, class, and residential location in prox- 
imity to buildings subsidized for property development. The displacement 
of Mariana and her family from their home, adjacent to one such subsidized 
project, is a useful illustration of this unevenness. The fact that there were fi- 
nancial returns to Rhode Island taxpayers overall provides little solace or fi- 
nancial assistance to Mariana’s family when, in fact, public policy created the 
conditions for her family’s displacement. 

To make matters worse, as I have already stated, the state of Rhode Is- 
land was also passing a minimum wage local preemption law at this time, 
which blocked municipalities such as Providence from raising minimum 
wages. The minimum wage in Providence, as of 2015, stood at $9.60. This step 
was taken as Providence continued its long transition from a higher-wage in- 
dustrial economy to a lower-wage service sector economy. Businesses in this 
sector of the economy needed low-wage labor to make a profit and pay rents 
to their landlords, which, in the case of downtown Providence, was often Buff 
Chace. 

Moreover, the total expenditures for cash assistance (federal and state) 
for families living in poverty in Rhode Island decreased from $126.5 million 
in 1996 to $35.6 million in 2014—a decrease of 72 percent.” During that pe- 
riod, the state of Rhode Island decreased its share of contributions for cash 
assistance to poor families from $51.5 million in 1997, the year New Urban 
Arts was founded, to zero dollars in 2015. Austere state policy seemed to have 
little sympathy for poor families that suffered from “serious financial setbacks 
and hardships,” including being displaced from their homes. Perversely, this 
hollowing out of the welfare state depends upon representations of people in 
cities as members of an underclass. This logic maintains that the style and 
comportment of the underclass, which is framed as the cause of their lower 
socioeconomic position, can be changed only by weaning them off state 
dependency—thus the all-out assault on welfare assistance since the 1990s. 

This erosion of the welfare state in Rhode Island for poor people, the ex- 
pansion of welfare for gentrifiers, and the state interest in transforming “trou- 
bled youth” are not unrelated. Engaging “troubled youth” in public art proj- 
ects is now often termed “creative placemaking.”"' Creative placemaking is 
considered a productive activity for both transforming “troubled youth” and 
transforming the disinvested city. In their report on creative placemaking for 
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the National Endowment for the Arts, Ann Markusen and Anne Gadwa Nico- 
demus argue that creative placemaking contributes to “creative places,” which 
provide “training grounds for area youth” by incubating “the next generation 
of creative workers and entrepreneurs.” * They continue that these youth par- 
ticipants develop “marketable skills and job savvy” by working “with artist 
mentors, gaining valuable professional experience and aptitude in their cho- 
sen artistic discipline.” 

So, through creative placemaking, “troubled youth” are expected to play 
a constructive role in their neighborhoods. The implicit assumption then is 
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that urban blight is caused by “scary youths” who destroy their neighbor- 
hoods and deter investment. Alternatively, through creative placemaking young 
people can acquire the cultural skills and dispositions that they need to get 
ahead. But the story of my leadership at New Urban Arts shows that the ex- 
pectation that creative placemaking will lead to the prosperity of young peo- 
ple at New Urban Arts and will enhance the livability of their neighborhoods 
for them is a highly problematic assertion. Creative placemaking has become 
a tool that represents them as troubled and their spaces as placeless, while de- 
ploying their undercompensated or uncompensated cultural labor in support 
of the speculative and subsidized investments of real estate developers and 
property owners, and in support of whiteness. 

Gabriela’s notion of troublemaking has been useful to me in thinking 
how to oppose this white-centered urban reconfiguration. People who have 
profited from their position as white creatives must trouble the ways in which 
we have been summoned to live our lives as particular subjects in twenty- 
first-century cities. We must trouble our position as people who desire living 
in “faded” areas, who want to be creative, who feel compelled to start non- 
profit organizations, while at the same time allowing the politicians who rep- 
resent us to suppress the minimum wage, hand out welfare to the wealthiest 
among us, and reduce cash assistance for poor families to zero. As Gabriela 
might put it, we need to start fucking up what it means to be white creatives, 
and we need to do it quickly. We must ask ourselves what it would take for us 
to disinvest ourselves from this subjectivity, from white creativity as supreme, 
as a source of profit. And we must ask ourselves what it would take to redress 
the injustices caused by stealing cities for our own creative benefit, without 
simply resorting to the facile move of repositioning ourselves as those who 
are now more race and class conscious. Refusing to do creative placemaking, 
as New Urban Arts has already begun to do, seems to be one step in the right 
direction. Supporting youth of color as they protest white conquest of cities is 
another. 
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“IS THIS REALLY WHAT 
WHITE PEOPLE DO” IN THE 
CREATIVE CAPITAL? 


In the previous two chapters, I have discussed how the dynamic 
model of production in the Creative Capital, as well as its racist 
real estate practices, have reproduced racial and class inequalities. 
In this chapter, I turn to how shifts in consumer patterns privilege 
the cultural and economic interests of upwardly mobile and white 
people. This analysis is informed by both my interview with one 
youth alumnus and artist-mentor, as well as my own experiences 
moving through the city as a white consumer. Engaging with the 
dynamic consumer culture of the Creative Capital is necessary to 
inform youth-led political strategies that might oppose gentrifica- 
tion in the name of creativity. 

In 2015, I spoke at length with one former youth participant, 
Luis, about how Providence had been gentrified through this cre- 
ative city script. Luis’s family immigrated to Providence from the 
Dominican Republic. He had been a steady presence at New Ur- 
ban Arts for nearly a decade, first as a youth participant then as an 
artist-mentor. Luis is an important perspective to include in this 
account of youth in the creative city. When I discussed the Cre- 
ative Capital with Luis, he did not see himself as a young person 
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who fit into the high-status creative underground scene of Providence. He did 


not feel that he belonged to this group even though he participated in New 


Urban Arts as a youth member for years. Here is how he explained his posi- 


tion in the Creative Capital and in this research: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 
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When you look back on the last decade in Providence, and 
you think about changes to the city as the Creative Capital, 
what do you think about Providence and what it means for 
you? 


The thing is I don’t .. . I don’t know how to define myself 
within that. It’s interesting for what it does mean for me. But I 
think most of my identity is really tied to New Urban Arts. 


How are you defining yourself through New Urban Arts? 


Well, that’s the thing . .. I don’t think I’m gonna be your guy. 
There are several other people involved in this place who have 
very much made this city their city by being people of color 
and infiltrating those scenes and then like being really well 
respected in them. They are recognized in those communi- 
ties as people of substance, who make work and do that kind 
of thing. I think their idea of a Creative Capital is different 
because they’re actual creatives. I am just a guy who stuck 
around and didn’t really say no to much and now I'm here. 
You know what I mean? 


What do you mean when you say that you didn’t “say no to 
much”? 


I don't know. .. . It’s like, “Hey you! Do you want to do this 
thing?” And I’m like, “Yeah sure.” And now, I’m like, Pm in 
year four of arts mentoring at New Urban Arts! So, it’s dif- 
ferent for me. I see these actual working artists who have big 
goals. They’re actually working towards them, whether it is 
in a political punk rock band or as a photographer in the city. 
Those are those people. 

Tm not that person, I’m somebody who can come to 
New Urban Arts because it’s neutral. It’s not really downtown 
until you cross the bridge and you're not deep in any neigh- 
borhood. You're just kind of centered here. I get to work with 
youth here, which is really great. Then I get to go back to the 


South Side where I live and stay there. So that’s what I mean 
by, like, I’m not that guy. 


In this revealing passage, Luis said that he does not know how to define him- 
self within the logic of the Creative Capital. He preferred to tie most of his 
identity to New Urban Arts. He then suggested that he did not think he was 
“gonna be my guy.” In other words, he did not think he would provide me the 
information about the Creative Capital that he thought that I wanted to hear. 
Instead, he implicitly pointed me to the “actual working artists” affiliated with 
New Urban Arts, those with “big goals,” including those who are “in a politi- 
cal punk rock band” or are “photographers.” These people of color, according 
to Luis, “infiltrated” the creative underground and have become recognized 
as “people of substance” in the Creative Capital. By contrast, he represented 
himself as a guy who was given opportunities at New Urban Arts that he could 
not turn down. He became an artist-mentor at New Urban Arts, for example, 
and he had the opportunity to help young people who wanted to go to college 
and pursue art degrees with their college portfolios. He later told me that he 
thought he had been “fucked” by this college application process when he was 
in high school, and he did not want the same thing to happen to young people 
from a similar background. So he helped them with their portfolios for their 
applications to art schools. 

Luis also represented New Urban Arts as a “neutral” place—a place that 
was not downtown or too deep into any neighborhood. New Urban Arts is 
located geographically in a somewhat unique place in the city—not far from 
downtown but separated from it by Interstate 95 (a highway that cuts through 
the center of the city), and not far from the neighborhoods where young peo- 
ple who attend New Urban Arts live, but positioned at the starting point of 
three major roads that branch out and divide Providence into four different 
neighborhoods. As such, New Urban Arts is not semantically tied to those 
neighborhoods or their residents. It is “neutral.” By contrast, downtown Prov- 
idence has been branded the Downcity Arts and Entertainment District. Fed- 
eral Hill is known as the historic Italian neighborhood. The West End is a 
gentrifying neighborhood that has become a white hipster haven over the past 
two decades. And Olneyville is another low-income neighborhood with old 
red-brick factory buildings where the creative underground scene has taken 
residence since the 1990s. The South Side is a neighborhood largely populated 
with people of color and recent immigrants, but has been gentrifying, accord- 
ing to several young people based on the newfound presence of white joggers. 
Rather than being pegged to any of these places symbolically, for Luis, New 
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Urban Arts was a place where he could become “just kind of centered” as an 
artist-mentor, working with youth. He was not, for example, a creative asso- 
ciated with the Olneyville scene. After working at New Urban Arts, he went 
home to his place in the South Side. His sense of identity was tied to the neu- 
tral location of his work and his South Side home. 

While Luis stated that he did not know how to define himself in relation 
to the Creative Capital, he also said, “It’s interesting for what it does mean for 
me.” Luis began to notice cues for when he might get priced out of his home on 
the South Side. For example, he saw what he described as “the first white guy 
at a chimi truck.” A chimi is a Dominican-style hamburger, and food trucks 
line up on Broad Street in the South Side to sell them. He noticed that the bo- 
degas in his neighborhood, which used to be cash or food stamp only, were 
now accepting credit cards. He understood that there needed to be enough 
of an affluent clientele base with credit cards to justify the commercial cost 
of credit transactions. When I asked him what these changes meant for the 
South Side, he said, “I don’t want to pay more than five bucks for a chimi... . 
I don’t want to pay more than two dollars per pound for platanos. That 
shouldn't be a thing, you know. That’s what that means. When I start seeing 
kale and cumin at fucking bodegas, I know something is up.” Luis’s perspec- 
tive shows how the Creative Capital is haunting him. The prospect of gentri- 
fication by white people is threatening his way of life, his home, his access to 
affordable chimis and platanos. 

Luis believed that the city’s dynamic consumer culture was part of this 
state-orchestrated script for racialized class warfare. Here is how our conver- 
sation unfolded when I asked Luis to explain the Creative Capital to me: 


Tyler: So, are you familiar with the idea of the Creative Capital? 


Luis: Vaguely. .. . It started during Cicilline’s run as mayor. So, 
basically, we have RISD on College Hill, and RISD attracts art 
students. These art students stick around and start moving 
into, you know, various neighborhoods, places like the West 
End. . . . It is an issue of gentrifying these neighborhoods. 
Providence started getting this underground music scene and 
these funky little restaurants like Julian’s and shit . .. where 
it’s just like, “Oh, were white and we can do these things be- 
cause Providence is totally cool.” I don’t know, I don’t know 
what that means. I don’t know anybody who lives on Knight 
Street anymore. You know what I mean? What is now E&O, 
was, like, not E&O. 
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Tyler: What’s E&0? 


Luis: It’s this little dive bar that people seem to enjoy. Next to it was 
a skate shop, and now the skate shop is gone and it’s a barber- 
shop, which makes more sense to me. But it was interesting to 
me, to see the dive bar, next to the skate shop, down the street 
from, like, the fuckin’ artisan pizza place. ... So, I think the 
Creative Capital. . . . It’s just weird. Downtown is completely 
different. Now there’s Civil, which is a skate shop that I love... 
Sura, the sushi place . . . the Small Point Cafe is there . . . the 
Teriyaki House is there. ... There used to be a furniture store. 
And Craftland is there now. So, there’s a lot of new busi- 
nesses, which is great for the city, but none of this shit was 
here just, like, three or four years ago. And I don’t know if it’s 
because of this Creative Capital push. ... But what’s the col- 
lateral, right? 


Like other young people I interviewed from New Urban Arts, Luis was 
well aware that the Creative Capital was primarily invested in getting RISD 
and Brown graduates such as myself “to stick around” and “gentrify these 
neighborhoods.” 

He also noted how these young people help to produce a cultural di- 
vide between him and them through their consumer patterns. For exam- 
ple, he described the South Side as a neighborhood for Caribbean Hispanic 
(Puerto Rican, Dominican), Southeast Asian (Laotian, Cambodian), African 
American, and African (Cape Verdean) people since the 1970s. He pointed 
to Sanchez Market on Broad Street as the historic “stopping point for white 
folk” on the South Side in the recent past. And then, he said, he started to no- 
tice how white people were reaching further and further past Sanchez Market 
until they started coming from “both directions” on Broad Street. When he 
started to notice white people biking up and down Broad Street in both bike 
lanes, he told me that he started to ask himself, “What are you doing? Who? 
What?” 

Indeed, I was part of this wave of young white people who started to 
move into these neighborhoods looking for rents that were affordable to us, 
while signifying our new cultural status by living in neighborhoods that we 
thought were up and coming, diverse and hip. I moved to a house just off 
Knight Street in the West End, a predominantly Latinx neighborhood, which 
fits into a racist and colorist pattern of white people moving into Latinx 
neighborhoods, not predominantly black ones, based on the assumption that 
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they are safer, better, and so on. Luis argued that these white people bring 


» 


“fuckin’ artisan pizza places,” “dive bars,” and “funky little restaurants” into 
these neighborhoods, his neighborhood. In observing this trend, Luis said, 
“When you see white people on bikes in the South Side, you start thinking to 
yourself, ‘What’s the timeline for when I might get priced out?!” 

Not only did Luis provide an inventory of these new bars and restau- 
rants opening up in his neighborhood, he described the rapid pace of their 
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arrival (“Downtown is completely different.” “None of this shit was here just 
three or four years ago.”). Luis also attempted to interpret the meanings of 
those changes (“I don’t know, I don’t know what that means.”). His primary 
conclusion was that these new patterns of symbolic consumption in Provi- 
dence privilege white people and their cultural status as cool people. As he 
put it, white people can go to these funky little restaurants and dive bars, and 
think to themselves, “Oh, we’re white and we can do these things because 
Providence is totally cool.” 

Yet he argued that privileging white people in the city and their desire to 
be cool produced “collateral” damage. For example, he mentioned that he did 
not know anyone who lived on Knight Street (a street in the West End near 
the E&O dive bar) anymore. He appeared to suggest that he had lost his social 
network tied to that particular street. He mentioned the one shop that made 
sense to him, the barber shop, which actually provided the services, and per- 
haps social relationships, that he needed and wanted. But, with some excep- 
tions, such as the skate shop, he argued that most of the shops were not meant 
for him. Moreover, the rapid arrival of the new shops, bars, and restaurants 
meant that he was at risk of getting priced out of his neighborhood as he was 
forced to pay more for chimis, platanos, and, ultimately, rent. 

Later in the interview, I asked Luis how residents on the South Side—who 
lived in the neighborhood before the city was branded as creative—were ex- 
pected to participate in the Creative Capital. 


Tyler: | What is the expectation of the Creative Capital for people liv- 
ing on the South Side? What are they supposed to do in the 
Creative Capital? How are they supposed to participate? 


Luis: I don't think they have to do anything for the Creative Capi- 
tal. I think it is capitalizing on things that they already do. 
If you go by Broad Street, you'll notice that now there are 
all these new street signs and banners. You know, where it’s 
like the Providence creative branding or whatever and then 
it’s like “Broad Street, The Food.” Have you seen these? And 
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Tyler: 


Luis: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 


Tyler: 


Luis: 


there’s an illustration of, you know, the food. And it’s like 
“Broad Street, The Culture.” “Broad Street, The Music.” 

You know, there are communities of color here who 
have brought with them their practices and art and minority- 
owned businesses who care for those things .. . Asian fish 
markets, bodegas, whatever. And you know, these spaces get 
that reputation .. . like, here’s this thing. But we knew that. 
This branding is for other folk who may not have known that. 


You know that because you have lived there? 


Yeah, like I knew that, I knew Apsara (a Southeast Asian 
restaurant) was the shit because it’s down the street. You 
know what I mean? I don’t think that people in my neighbor- 
hood have to do a damn thing. I think the city is trying to, 
you know, capitalize on that, that there is this thing that 
they didn’t have to really fight for. You know what I mean? 
It’s not the same as like the bougie ramen place downtown, 
you know? 


Right. It’s the “ethnic” Apsara. 
(Laughing.) That’s right, the “ethnic” Apsara. 


This is where you can get the “real” ethnic food in the Cre- 
ative Capital. 


Exactly, that’s exactly it. I think that’s the thought process be- 
hind that. You know? 


So, you can get your bougie hipster gluten-free kale over in 
this neighborhood, and then you can get your real ethnic 
chimi sandwich and your Apsara spring rolls over in that 
neighborhood? 


Yeah. Pretty much. It’s hilarious. (Laughing.) It just sounds 

so absurd right? “Broad Street, The Food.” It’s like, what are 
you? (Still laughing.) When you look at a place like La Sonrisa 
[Dominican restaurant] or at Pho Paradise [Vietnamese res- 
taurant], like, first glance you think nothing of these places 
because they’re not, they’re not Julian’s [hip bistro in the West 
End]. There’s no kitsch, right? It’s very matter of fact. And 
then when you walk in and you actually have the food, it’s 
when it hits you .. . “Oh shit, this is great!” It’s always funny 
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when you run into people who act like they discovered it. 
(Laughing.) You know what I mean? I'm pretty sure you're not 
the first person to have pho at the Paradise. 


In this passage, Luis argues that people of color in the South Side do not have 
“to do anything for the Creative Capital.” What they have done, Luis suggests, 
is already introduce cultural practices from their home countries and eth- 
nic traditions, and they have “fought” to build minority-owned businesses in 
these neighborhoods before they were branded in ways that he thought were 
absurd. Luis thought that these branding efforts in his neighborhood were 
attempting to “capitalize on things” that people venturing into his neighbor- 
hood did not have to fight for. This capitalization was primarily for the benefit 
of “other folk,” presumably white folk such as myself, whose cultural status 
becomes elevated in the Creative Capital through our self-presumed discov- 
ery of authentic Vietnamese noodle soup (pho), aided by the city’s own brand- 
ing efforts. 

Three themes feature in Luis’s analysis of consumer patterns in the 
Creative Capital that privilege whiteness. He discussed white people desir- 
ing “matter-of-fact” ethnic restaurants, artisanal restaurants, and funky, hip 
restaurants with ironic kitsch. I analyze each of these themes more closely 
to probe how consumption structures the symbolic conditions in ways that 
make white people feel cool while they gentrify neighborhoods. I also con- 
sider my own professional trajectory and social interactions in relation to 
these new symbolic conditions associated with white creativity. This the- 
matic analysis is not meant to be exhaustive of new consumer patterns in the 
Creative Capital, and it is important to recognize that consumer patterns are 
dynamic, and therefore this analysis is always in need of being updated. But 
critical interpretations of these consumer patterns and the racist and classist 
patterns they represent are useful in understanding how and why they should 
be resisted in order to support racial and economic justice for youth living in 
gentrifying cities. 


“MATTER OF FACT” ETHNIC RESTAURANTS 


In my conversation with Luis, he pointed to white people arriving in his 
neighborhood and acting like they had “discovered” places such as Apsara 
and Pho Paradise. He said that he already knew that these restaurants were 
“the shit” because, in the case of Apsara, it was located down the street from 
his house. He described these ethnic restaurants as “matter of fact.” He ar- 
gued that the aesthetic sensibility of these restaurants contrasted with the hip 
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bistros and dive bars such as Julian’s, which were kitsch. For Luis, the juxta- 
position between “matter of fact” ethnic restaurants and kitsch bistros is sym- 
bolically significant for white people coming into the neighborhood to dine 
and drink. In the case of the former, “real” ethnic restaurants, as I put it, are 
culturally desirable because they provide the opportunity for white people to 
taste what they think is authentically different. 

In her essay, “Eating the Other,” the critical race and feminist scholar 
bell hooks critiques the white consumer desire for “real” ethnic difference. 
She draws metaphorically on the ancient religious practice of people ripping 
out and eating another person’s heart to embody that person’s spirit or spe- 
cial characteristics.' hooks writes of “eating the Other” to speak of the ways in 
which white people assert their cultural supremacy by, for example, consum- 
ing the cultural practices of those that they have othered, while transforming 
themselves in the process. These white people make themselves “vulnerable 
to the seduction of difference” without relinquishing their position of domi- 
nance.” They can experience their essentialized conception of otherness while 
at the same time signaling that they remain installed in a position of superior- 
ity. My white desire to start New Urban Arts and to write this book could be 
critiqued along similar lines. In other words, one could suggest that I started 
New Urban Arts (and even wrote this book) to locate myself in proximity to 
young people of color, to “taste” their difference, while also trying to elevate 
myself above them as a white savior founder of New Urban Arts or race-class- 
conscious author of the Creative Underclass. 

The city of Providence has, as Luis put it, “capitalized” on this white de- 
sire to eat the Other through its own place branding efforts. Through “Broad 
Street, The Food,” the city has attempted to lure white people down Broad 
Street from both directions so that they can “discover” otherness. Of course, 
the counterargument is that the city attempted to build the market capacity 
of minority-owned businesses through its marketing efforts to attract new 
consumers. From this perspective, the marketing campaign is not racist; it is 
just that consumers with more money to spend happen to be white. But that 
argument misses the fact that the consumer marketplace is never “natural.” 
It is a product of history, a history of racial capitalism.’ State-orchestrated 
marketing campaigns cannot operate outside that history despite their best 
intentions. So, as much as these place-branding efforts are designed to spur 
consumer investment in low-income neighborhoods, this marketing is always 
already in entangled in a system of relations that privilege whiteness and open 
the doors to white-led gentrification. 
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DIVE BARS AND FUNKY LITTLE RESTAURANTS 


In his analysis of consumption in the Creative Capital, Luis noted how funky 
little restaurants and dive bars are desirable to white people because these es- 
tablishments have kitsch, not because they are “matter of fact.” Kitsch works 
through an intentionally low-brow aesthetic, which allows people to reassert 
their culturally elevated status through demonstrating their understanding 
of the intention to be low-brow. When I asked several young people from New 
Urban Arts about places in the city that represented this ironic hipster taste, 
several of them pointed me to Ogie’s Trailer Park, a restaurant that opened 
recently in the West End and is located up the street from New Urban Arts’ 
studio where many of them grew up. 

Ogie’s Trailer Park traffics in the image and identity of low-income white 
people living in trailer parks, perhaps from Appalachian country. Restaurant 
goers can drink one of sixty-six types of canned beer while they eat a “Granny 
Boo’s Badass Bacon Burger” or “June Bug’s Seasonal Salad of the Moment.” 
This sort of restaurant, as well as the “dive bar” that Luis mentioned, pro- 
vide symbolic experiences in which upwardly mobile and white people in 
Providence can perform a lower-class white identity while at the same time 
distancing themselves from an identity that they believe to be culturally de- 
prived. They can thus experience this identity while mocking it, making 
themselves superior to poor white people through classist irony. When Luis 
talked about the “little dive bar” that white people seem to enjoy—E&O—he 
was referencing this tendency of relatively affluent white people to slum it, to 
disavow themselves, perhaps, from the vulgar materialism of “bougie” people 
on the East Side while also maintaining their superiority over poor white peo- 
ple living in flyover country. 

This use of irony has played out in symbolic social interactions with re- 
spect to race, which helps to illuminate the relationship between ironic class- 
based consumption and gentrification. After moving back to Providence in 
2012, I quickly found myself slipping back into a specific form of ironic racist 
banter that I learned as an undergraduate at Brown University. Lindy West 
describes this discursive mode whereby white people use racist language as 
a joke, to “prove we're not racist by acting as casually as racist as possible.”* 
This “hipster racism” is a way for white people who think they are race con- 
scious to transgress the constraints imposed by political correctness. We can 
say racist thoughts that we are structured to think through self-aware racist 
jokes, which we think would normally be stated by people who are culturally 
beneath us. 
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I found myself resorting to this racist speech strategy once within days 
of returning to Providence in 2012 after a five-year absence. In doing so, it be- 
came obvious to me how Providence is a particular place that is structured 
in racial dominance through these kind of ironic performative speech acts, 
which privileges the position of white graduates from Brown and RISD. After 
all, I did not resort to this kind of speech act while studying at the University 
of Cambridge from 2007 to 2012, where, needless to say, conversations about 
race were absent in my chosen circles. Moreover, this ironic racist discourse 
was different from the overt white supremacist language that I learned grow- 
ing up in Columbus, Ohio in the 1980s. But in Providence, I had discovered 
that this kind of ironic speech act had a special kind of currency, which per- 
versely suggested to us our racial progress while at the same time keeping in- 
terpersonal and structural racism intact. When I resorted to this device once 
when I moved back to Providence in 2012, I apologized for the pain that I 
caused another person, and I realized that I was nowhere close to where I 
needed to be in terms of reeducating myself with respect to race and racism. 

Eating and hanging out at Ogie’s Trailer Park shows that hipster clas- 
sism, not hipster racism, still remains acceptable in terms of everyday con- 
sumption in the Creative Capital. People can elevate their cultural status by 
mocking the poor. But at Ogie’s Trailer Park, poverty is articulated to white 
people living in trailer parks, not to people of color living in the neighbor- 
hood. In this way, hipster classism obscures the role of upwardly mobile peo- 
ple and white people who are gentrifying the neighborhood at the expense 
of poor people of color living next to Ogie’s Trailer Park. The ironic register 
of Ogie’s Trailer Park would be less plausible to white consumers—at least I 
think—if it drew on culturally deficient stereotypes constructed by whiteness 
for people of color living on that same street. That symbolic consumption 
would make their own position as racist gentrifiers more visible and therefore 
less tenable. Instead, when white people want to consume “ethnic” difference 
in the Creative Capital, they want to consume the “real” thing, not an ironic 
rendition. 


ARTISANSHIP 


In his observation of consumer changes in the neighborhood, Luis noted 
the “fuckin’ artisan pizza place” down the street from the dive bar and the 
funky little restaurant. An artisan pizza place is one that serves high-priced 
and handcrafted pizza with fresh ingredients, perhaps cooked in a wood-fired 
oven. Luis was clearly deriding the pizza place as “fuckin’ artisan.” Luis also 
mentioned another example of artisanal consumption in Providence, namely 
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the store Craftland. Craftland features handcrafted work such as screen- 
printed baby clothes and posters, handmade jewelry, holiday cards, and home 
decor items. What Luis might not have known is that I played a role in launch- 
ing Craftland in order to support New Urban Arts. Indeed, Craftland began 
as a holiday craft sale in New Urban Arts’ studio. 

The purpose of Craftland was to provide a source of revenue for emerg- 
ing artists, designers, and craftspeople in Providence, while fundraising for 
New Urban Arts. After a few years, Craftland, which is no longer affiliated 
with New Urban Arts, opened a permanent location in the newly fashionable 
shopping district in downtown Providence. On the one hand, Craftland could 
be considered a well-intentioned strategy to raise money for New Urban Arts. 
On the other, it could be critiqued as a “gentrifying force” that introduced the 
cultural tastes and preferences of affluent and white people moving into the 
West End and, later, downtown. This contradiction speaks to the very bind 
that I faced as a nonprofit leader at New Urban Arts given the fact that its 
youth cannot pay tuition. With fierce competition for philanthropic dollars, 
and minimal public funding, I was forced to turn to the marketplace to sup- 
port New Urban Arts. One way to do that was to capitalize on, and contribute 
to, the new symbolic economy of Providence as a creative city and a city of 
artisanship. 

After I left New Urban Arts, its new leadership started a new holiday 
sale, “Cardboard Pancakes.” This sale sells artwork produced by youth par- 
ticipants, artist-mentors, and alumni, as well as local artists. Luis himself 
has produced craft goods to sell through Cardboard Pancakes. One year, he 
stamped pieces of cardstock with snowflakes and sold them as stationary. 
When I asked him why he did that, he said he was trying to make station- 
ary look “bougie.” In other words, Luis was making a product that appeared 
artisanal, or was artisanal, to appeal to consumers living in, and visiting, the 
Creative Capital. 

In her article “Art, Design, and Gentrification” (2015), Rebekah Modrak 
critiqued what she called “bougie crap” and its relationship to gentrification. 
Modrak defined “bougie crap” as “a design aesthetic of calculated authentic- 
ity and elements of hand-craft or personalization to suggest that the product 
is motivated by these values and not by crass economic gain.” Through this 
motif of artisanship, consumers signal their honorific status by purchasing 
handmade crafts, not machine-made items produced on distant shores and 
sold in generic box stores. Modrak noted that these products often claim a 
connection with both rural and urban traditions of manual labor and work.° 

For Modrak the arrival of this bougie crap produces a two-tiered cul- 
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tural and economic divide between those who can afford these products and 
those who cannot. When affluent people move to a neighborhood marked by 
higher levels of poverty, they consume “bougie crap” that is accessible only 
to themselves.’ This imposition registers to those who lived in the neigh- 
borhood, before it became creative, that the economic and cultural quality 
of their neighborhood is changing and, for them, may soon disappear. Luis, 
it seems, was well aware of this calculated authenticity as he tried to make 
money for himself and for New Urban Arts. So Luis himself was confronting 
the competing demands of the Creative Capital—raising money for himself 
and the creative education of his peers while at the same time contributing to 
a symbolic economy that altered the cultural and economic fabric of the city 
at their expense and for the benefit of “bougie” people. 

In summary, Luis’s analysis of shifting symbolic consumer patterns 
points to the fact that Providence has become a city where white people feel 
entitled to do things, including shopping for bougie crap and dining in authen- 
tic “ethnic” or “artisanal” restaurants as they gentrify neighborhoods, because 
Providence is cool and creative. This manufactured social understanding of 
the city as cool and creative, which Luis believed reasserted white entitle- 
ment and cultural supremacy, is at odds with a city meant to serve the cul- 
tural and economic interests of “troubled youth.” Of course, the counterargu- 
ment is that this injection of consumers into the West End and the South Side 
attracts much-needed capital investment into those low-income neighbor- 
hoods, which would then expand the property tax base and the city’s capac- 
ity to deliver public services to young people such as Luis—a kind of “trickle 
down” creative city politics. But Luis did not trust this script, and for good 
reason. Instead, he laughed about the absurdity of the city’s efforts to rebrand 
his neighborhood and he feared the velocity of the changes near his home. Af- 
ter all, he did not want to pay five dollars for a chimi before being displaced 
from his neighborhood. 


REBRANDING THE LIVELY EXPERIMENT 


Luis could not stop laughing when he discussed the city’s efforts to rebrand 
Broad Street as a place for white people to consume ethnic culture, music, 
and food. He said that this branding campaign was “for other folk” who did 
not live in his neighborhood. “Other folk” is an obvious reference to people 
who are white and/or affluent. This particular marketing campaign on Broad 
Street was part of the city’s effort to alter the dominant way of thinking about 
different neighborhoods in the city and drive inward capital investment. 

As mayor David Cicilline unveiled his creative city plan for Providence, 
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his administration hired a marketing firm, North Star Destination Strategies, 
based in Nashville, Tennessee, to lead a rebranding exercise for the city. North 
Star Destination Strategies describes itself as “community brand avengers” in 
their promotional materials online—a firm that is “saving the world one com- 
munity reputation at a time.” Their list of clients includes Miami County, Ohio 
(“Home. Grown. Great.”); Brookings, South Dakota (“Bring Your Dreams”); 
Greater Lansing, Michigan (“Where culture and creativity come together”); 
and Cape Girardeau, Missouri (“Where the river turns a thousand tales”).’ 

For Providence, North Star opted to focus on the city’s history of being a 
“lively experiment,” a reference to Rhode Island’s founding state charter that 
promised religious freedom through the separation of church and state. Ac- 
cording to North Star, the essence of Rhode Island’s capital city, Providence, 
is its “openness . . . to experimentation, improvisation, self-expression and in- 
dependence. In fact, original thinking is the mantra of Providence. Whether 
youre talking industry, art, education or lifestyle the people of this dynamic 
capital city don’t want to be pigeonholed into a solitary way of thinking.” 

Along with a new brand and logo, Providence launched a public rela- 
tions and marketing campaign that solidified this new image of the city as a 
creative lifestyle destination. This campaign was designed to transform the 
image of the city from a dangerous city populated with “scary youths” into 
a city where upwardly mobile and white people could feel safe and secure as 
they experienced this sense of themselves as dynamic, self-expressive, and in- 
dependent. But given that the city was not producing many jobs in the cre- 
ative sector, people were going to experience this sense of creativity through 
consumption, not production, in the Creative Capital. 

Jamie Peck, who is a professor of urban and regional political economy, 
as well as a critic of creative city politics, has argued that cities have turned to 
rebranding exercises through the conventional creative city script precisely 
because this strategy is inexpensive." In other words, city officials have tried 
to alter the image of their cities through cheap marketing ploys because they 
do not have the resources needed to invest in infrastructure and public ser- 
vices. Indeed, the city of Providence has had a structural budget imbalance, 
caused by both disinvestment, which led to a diminished property tax base, 
and existing expenditure commitments to police officers, firefighters, and 
teachers. This imbalance led to Moody’s Investors Service cutting its outlook 
on Providence’s credit rating to negative in 2015, which made it more expen- 
sive for the city to service its debt.” In 2015, the city of Providence approved 
expenditures of over $678 million in its annual budget. The majority of those 
expenses were pegged to three sources: the police department ($68.6 million; 


CHAPTER SIX 


10.11 percent), the fire department ($70.1 million; 10.34 percent), and the pub- 
lic schools ($345.1 million; 50.88 percent). Together, spending from these three 
entities comprised 71.33 percent of the total approved budget." In stark con- 
trast, the Department of Art, Culture and Tourism, the agency responsible for 
shepherding Creative Providence, had an approved budget of $629,000 (0.92 
percent). This disparity points to how little the creative city strategy has cost 
Providence (other than the tax subsidies to wealthy landowners and property 
developers). Rebranding the city as creative was a cheap municipal strategy 
designed to drive upmarket property development with the hope of expand- 
ing the property tax base and, in turn, increasing the city’s capacity to provide 
better resourced public services. 

The contradiction of this strategy is obvious to see. In a planning ses- 
sion for Federal Hill, a historically Italian neighborhood, Cicilline stated that 
the neighborhood could be, as Ian Donnis reported, “a local version of Bos- 
ton’s Newbury Street—a place marked by astronomical rents and high-end 
boutiques—while also citing goals for the area of a good public transit, parks, 
and mixed-income residences.” So, on the one hand, Cicilline wanted to 
transform a working-class neighborhood into an upmarket neighborhood to 
generate much-needed property tax revenue. And on the other hand, he was 
trying to deliver better public services, including transit, parks, and access to 
secure, low-income housing. Those two aims, which are structured through 
local property tax policy, are difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile for may- 
ors of American cities. There will always be “collateral” under this model for 
low-income publics, which, given the problematic and racist history of the 
United States and the city, are more likely to be communities of color. More- 
over, majority white communities have long exploited this tax policy to reas- 
sert their position as beneficiaries of better resourced public services, such as 
public schools." 

Nonetheless, media coverage in Providence has both amplified the city’s 
self-promoted image as the Creative Capital and obscured these contradic- 
tions and collateral damages. For example, in 2005, in an article in the New 
York Times’ Travel section titled “In Providence, Faded Area Finds Fresh Ap- 
peal,” Bonnie Tsui celebrated the West End for its coffee shop, high-end home 
furnishing store, and handmade stationary store, as well as a “bohemian- 
bistro” and a vintage home furnishing store on nearby Broadway. As I already 
pointed out, this coverage of the West End highlighted new hip consumer 
patterns in the neighborhood and claimed that those changes were led by the 
“community.” This absurd representation of the community leading its own 
displacement is designed to mask the collateral damage to “the community.” 
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In 2008, Elizabeth Abbott published an article titled “In Providence, 
Progress in Reviving an Urban Desert” in the New York Times Commercial 
Real Estate section.!® This article described a $300 million development proj- 
ect on a nearby 18.5-acre industrial complex, with plans for as many as five 
hundred condominium and rental units and nearly two million square feet 
of commercial and retail space.” Like the vocabulary of “a faded area finds 
fresh appeal,” the phrase “reviving an urban desert” suggests that making a 
city more upmarket, and inevitably more white, is progress, an improvement 
over the days of “faded areas” and “urban deserts.” These representations sug- 
gest that no one actually lives in, for example, an “urban desert.” That place 
is placeless. The collateral damage to young people and their families living 
in these neighborhoods is also obscured by this construction of urban space 
as placeless. These representations thus support Luis’s claim that rebranding 
the Creative Capital is about convincing white people to believe they get to do 
things in the city and feel cool doing it, which requires invisibilizing the racist 
collateral damage caused by their own actions. 

Magazine rankings have also glorified this new urban transformation. 
In 2013, Travel and Leisure ranked Providence as the fourth most “hipster 
city” in the country. According to the magazine, Providence now stands on 
“the cutting edge of culture” and embraces “simple, retro charms.” The mag- 
azine took special note of a chic downtown hotel located in a former brothel 
that features “peekaboo bathrooms.” In 2014, Travel and Leisure ranked Prov- 
idence America’s “Favorite City,” noting that its downtown has “gone from 
seedy to hip,” where the nation’s oldest indoor shopping mall is now a retail 
hub with “micro-loft apartments.” Its downtown Westminster Street is now 
a Europeanesque “boulevard” with boutiques, galleries, and wine shops. In 
these rankings, Providence has been recognized as a culinary capital where 
people can “queue up for a table at North, a modern Asian hot spot by James 
Mark, a David Chang protégé, or book at Birch, an ambitious chef’s counter 
with a focus on local ingredients (whelks, quahogs, foraged herbs).””” 

Social media also contributes to this new and now dominant way of 
thinking about Providence as a city where white people get to be hip and do 
cool things. Zagat, for example, compiles on its website individual user re- 
views of different venues in Providence and makes them available through 
Google Maps searches. These reviews provide a glimpse into the meanings of 
new venues in Providence for its new consumers. For one bar in the West End, 
users note that it is a “speakeasy-esque bar” where “learned barkeeps” impress 
a “cool” clientele “of all stripes.””° Another restaurant nearby, according to 
Zagat, is a “hip outpost” for “cutting-edge small plates.” 
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Through these various representations, affluent and white consumers 
are positioned as if they are headed into a lawless frontier, acting as pioneers 
who are titillated by the risk and the adventure that comes with hanging out 
in former brothels, sneaking into speakeasy bars, and encountering people 
of “all stripes.”*! People who move through the city with relative impunity— 
that is, white people—are privileged, whereas “striped” people become mere 
ethnic backdrops for white pleasure and self-proclaimed racial tolerance. 
“Striped” people are reduced to “spectacles of ethnicity.” The problem with 
this spectacle, Hall argued, is that it is a “willful diversion” from the “deeper 
structures of institutionalized racial disadvantage operative in housing, 
education, employment, wages, working conditions, and welfare.”** The su- 
premacy of politically progressive white people, such as myself, is reasserted 
through this spectacle because we can signal our virtue, as antiracist, by lo- 
cating ourselves in proximity to people of “all stripes” amidst this new urban- 
ism without ceding any power, resources, or opportunities. These representa- 
tions show how the Creative Capital is invested in the unbridled enjoyment of 
white people as a special property right.” 

Property developers’ own branding efforts have also amplified this im- 
age of the city as a place for white people to do cool things. For example, the 
Armory Revival Company, once New Urban Arts’ landlord, started to develop 
old industrial properties in low-income neighborhoods that they touted as a 
“celebration of the city’s industrial past.” They claimed that physical sites 
in low-income neighborhoods were becoming places “where artists converge, 
businesses and nonprofits thrive, neighbors gather, and the community cele- 
brates.”*° Here is another problematic and euphemistic use of “the commu- 
nity” that is somehow celebrating its own displacement. After all, one of Ar- 
mory Revival’s realtors was caught on videotape telling a pair of prospective 
renters that an “us and them” atmosphere existed between the inhabitants of 
one refurbished mill and those who lived in the surrounding “ghetto.””” The 
realtor told the renters that the company would have “bought out pretty much 
everything that we can buy—so, in two years, five years, we'll pretty much 
have made this a really cool neighborhood to live in.”” In this case, there 
was no shame in promising white people the opportunity to live in a really 
cool neighborhood, while those living in the “ghetto” would be pushed out 
over time. 

These problematic representations in the media and by property devel- 
opers have supported the city’s inexpensive rebranding exercise through the 
conventional creative city script. Together, they have been successful in trans- 
forming the dominant way of thinking in and about Providence, from an ag- 


“IS THIS REALLY WHAT WHITE PEOPLE DO?” 


149 


150 


ing city that is populated with “scary youths” to a youthful city for upwardly 
mobile and white people to be cool and to consume difference without having 
to worry about collateral damage these actions cause to people living in the 
“ghetto.” Such an approach to place-based marketing is clearly at odds with 
supporting low-income youth of color who lived in the city before the city be- 
came creative in the white public imaginary. The city’s approach to funding 
the arts has also been key to this cultural reconfiguration of Providence. 


ART WORKS IN THE CREATIVE CAPITAL 


When Luis was giving me a symbolic tour of restaurants and bars in Provi- 
dence, he also brought up Providence WaterFire, a public art installation and 
spectacle created in 1994 by the artist Barnaby Evans. At WaterFire, people 
gather around cauldrons of fire that are floating on rivers in WaterPlace Park, 
the park that mayor Buddy Cianci developed in the 1990s as a part of his “Re- 
naissance City” renewal project. WaterFire occurs regularly throughout the 
year, but mainly in the summer. People gather in the evening alongside the 
riverbanks to look at fires burning in a row of cauldrons floating down the cen- 
ter of the river. They listen to dry firewood pop, as well as classical and world 
music projected from outdoor speakers. WaterFire has become a symbol of the 
city’s renewal and its creative brand. Indeed, an image of Providence Water- 
Fire graces the cover of Providence’s creative city plan.” This event is powerful 
symbolically for the city because water and fire suggest birth and baptism, re- 
birth and renewal. But Luis interpreted WaterFire differently: 


So WaterFire is a way to get white people downtown to see these torches 
lighting these baskets of fire along the river. It’s something out of a fuck- 
ing Stanley Kubrick movie, right? There is somber music playing and a 
bunch of people staring at flaming water. . . . I guess the point is that, 
since all these people are in the city, then they can go to restaurants or 
go to the mall. That’s how you generate more income. Maybe it was be- 
cause I was a teenager, but I remember thinking to myself the one time I 
went, “Is this really what white people do?” 


For Luis, downtown was now a place where white people could go to be cool, 
playing their part in a weird Stanley Kubrick film. Indeed, another young per- 
son that I interviewed said that they—note gender-neutral pronoun—were 
terrified the one time that they went to WaterFire to see a mass of white peo- 
ple engaged in this fire ritual, which, they said, felt threatening to them as a 
gender-nonconforming young person of color. But not all young people from 
New Urban Arts shared their perspectives about Providence WaterFire. Some 


CHAPTER SIX 


young people have mentioned to staff at New Urban Arts that WaterFire is a 
good option for a free date night. One young person also said to me in an in- 
terview that WaterFire is a symbol of Providence’s creativity. As a result, Wa- 
terFire was important to her because it helped her identify as a creative from 
Providence. 

My intention, of course, is not to single out Barnaby Evans and Provi- 
dence WaterFire as I share these contrasting perspectives. After all, some of 
these same criticisms could be levied against me and my leadership at New 
Urban Arts. I transformed a storefront shop in a low-income neighborhood 
into a studio gallery space with hardwood floors and white-painted walls. 
This studio gallery design served the needs of the program, but it also ap- 
pealed to my own aesthetic sensibilities and some of the artist-mentors I re- 
cruited to participate in New Urban Arts. I did not consider how the design 
of the studio space imparts class- and race-based messages. I did not con- 
sider how New Urban Arts could function as a gateway into the neighborhood 
for future white gentrifiers, inviting more and more young creatives into the 
neighborhood until they transformed the social, cultural, and economic fab- 
ric of nearby neighborhoods. So both New Urban Arts and WaterFire were 
entangled in rebranding different parts of the city, suggesting to white people 
that these areas were now safe spaces for them to come and do things because 
Providence is totally cool, because they are totally cool. 

But Luis’s perspective is important because it sheds light on how mu- 
nicipal funding of the arts has helped to reshape the symbolic meaning of the 
downtown area. As I have pointed out, New Urban Arts rarely, if ever, has 
been a recipient of public funding from the city precisely because it does not 
contribute to tourism. It helps “troubled youth.” By contrast, both the City of 
Providence and the Providence Tourism Council sponsor Providence Water- 
Fire. And this funding approach by the city exemplifies the dominant ap- 
proach to public funding of the arts during the past decade. 

Rocco Landesman, the director of the National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA) between 2009 and 2012, announced “Art Works” as the new slogan for 
this national public agency that provides grants and steers national cultural 
policy. This slogan suggested that art works are hard at work, as the NEA put 
it, “empowering creativity and innovation in our society and economy.” 
For the city of Providence, empowering creativity and innovation has meant 
stimulating the economy through sparking consumer spending because, in 
actuality, the city has not produced “real jobs” in the creative sector.” As Luis 
put it, the point is to get these white people into the city so they can spend 
money at the restaurant and the mall. Laura added to this observation when 
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she said that the Creative Capital is designed to get people to stay in the city’s 
hotels, which most likely do not pay a living wage to its employees. 

So, creative place-marketing and funding the arts have been designed to 
work in tandem to drive consumer spending in the city for the benefit of these 
consumers. Indeed, Angel Taveras, the mayor who succeeded David Cicilline 
in 2011, and who was also one of New Urban Arts’ founding board members, 
argued that the growth of Providence’s consumer economy through tour- 
ism was key to Providence’s future after the Great Recession.” In his plan for 
“Putting Providence Back to Work,” Taveras noted that the demand for Provi- 
dence’s hotel rooms has been driven by its image as “a hipster city,” which 
draws tourists and visitors to Providence’s restaurants, vibrant nightlife, and 
thriving arts and culture scene.” In 2012, hotel occupancy rates in Providence 
reached a record high, increasing from 63.8 percent in 2010 to 67.9 percent two 
years later." 

The theory for how and why tourism is significant in postindustrial 
economies depends upon what is called economic-base theory. Americans for 
the Arts, a national arts advocacy organization in the United States, explained 
this theory, and its relevance to arts organizations, as follows: 


A common theory of community growth is that an area must export 
goods and services if it is to prosper economically. This theory is called 
economic-base theory, and it depends on dividing the economy into two 
sectors: the export sector and the local sector. Exporters, such as au- 
tomobile manufacturers, hotels, and department stores, obtain income 
from customers outside of the community. This “export income” then 
enters the local economy in the form of salaries, purchases of materi- 
als, dividends, and so forth, and becomes income to local residents. 
Much of it is respent locally; some, however, is spent for goods imported 
from outside of the community. The dollars respent locally have a pos- 
itive economic impact as they continue to circulate through the local 
economy. This theory applies to arts organizations as well as to other 
producers.” 


According to this perspective, the arts are economically significant in postin- 
dustrial cities because they can help redress the decline in export income due 
to the decline of manufacturing. The arts stimulate export income by produc- 
ing new symbolic associations for the city, such as creativity, which then at- 
tract visitors and tourists who bring their money from elsewhere. They spend 
money locally at arts venues, restaurants, the mall, and new shops featured in 
travel magazines and newspaper articles. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Providence, of course, has needed this new source of export income. 
The city experienced a sustained decline in manufacturing employment as 
a result of global capital’s never-ending desire for cheaper and more desper- 
ate labor elsewhere.** Rhode Island ranked third among states for the high- 
est rate of manufacturing job loss between 2000 and 2012 (42.4 percent), and 
Providence experienced a 7.1 percent loss of manufacturing jobs during that 
same period.” This city was so vulnerable to the uneven effects of offshoring 
because so much of its industry was low-skilled, thus making the jobs easier 
to relocate elsewhere. As a result, turning to the arts to drive tourism and 
export income has become an important economic development strategy in 
Providence. 

Americans for the Arts has suggested that investing in the arts has pro- 
duced good economic returns for the city. For example, the organization pub- 
lished a report that analyzed the economic impact of nonprofit arts and culture 
organizations, such as Trinity Repertory Company, Providence’s Tony-award- 
winning resident professional theater.” In 2010, according to Americans for 
the Arts, these nonprofit arts organizations in Providence spent $84 million 
and generated $106.1 million in event-related spending from their audiences.” 
This combined spending of $190.1 million was eight times greater than the 
median of similarly-sized cities.“ Americans for the Arts estimated that this 
combined income could be expected to support over 4,500 full-time equiva- 
lent jobs by generating $107 million in household income to local residents 
and producing $19.0 million in local and state government revenue.” The data 
were used to provide evidence that public and private funding for arts and 
culture has been an investment, producing a return in the forms of jobs, local 
wealth, and municipal revenue. 

But much like the financial figures on public investment in historic 
buildings with a creative aesthetic, these figures do not indicate who benefits 
and who loses from this return on investment. This public funding privileges 
these publics that have money to spend to travel, that have a possessive desire 
to assert their cultural status by going to the theater or symphony, or speak- 
easy bars and kitsch bistros. If we listen to young people at New Urban Arts, 
we can clearly see how they believe that the primary beneficiaries are young 
people such as myself who came to the city to attend Brown and RISD, the 
“East Siders” who participate in the “bougie” art scene, and the visitors to the 
city who stay in hotels that do not pay a living wage to their employees. From 
their perspective, this new symbolic economy is in conflict with supporting 
the cultural tastes and preferences of “troubled youth” who choose to par- 
ticipate in programs such as New Urban Arts. By the time expanded public 
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services for youth might come to the Creative Capital, they might no longer 
be able to afford to live in the city or see their shared ways of life represented 
there. 

Fighting for their futures in Providence will require a far more politi- 
cized conception of culture in the Creative Capital. The city will have to move 
away from inexpensive rebranding exercises and funding artworks that espe- 
cially drive tourism and consumer spending, thus enabling upwardly mobile 
people and/or white people to feel edgy as pioneers or race-conscious discov- 
erers of difference. It will have to stop producing a symbolic economy that 
reasserts white people’s sense of entitlement to gentrify the city without hav- 
ing to worry about the racist collateral. But the fact is that successive mayoral 
administrations in Providence will have to negotiate the contradiction of ex- 
panding the property tax base and providing public services to low-income 
communities. Moreover, they are dependent upon the financial donations of 
affluent and white landowners and property developers who are invested in 
their own profitability and self-interested sense of civic duty. As a result, this 
politicized conception of culture will not come without direct political action, 
and such action can and should be complemented by the cultural strategies 
developed by young people at New Urban Arts. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Conclusion 


A few years after New Urban Arts was founded in 1997, I was in- 
vited to give the keynote address at the National Young Leaders 
Conference in Washington, DC, an event hosted by the Congres- 
sional Youth Leadership Council. The conference is designed to 
spark civic engagement among students about to graduate from 
high school. The conference auditorium for that speech was filled 
with young people who had similar socioeconomic backgrounds 
to mine. During that speech, I told the aspiring youth civic leaders 
in the room that our entrepreneurial leadership in the nonprofit 
sector was going to level the playing field in our lifetimes. It is 
the only speech that I have ever given that resulted in a standing 
ovation. My message resonated with these young people at that 
particular moment. Like me, they were discovering a trajectory 
in life that allowed them to reassert their privileged social status 
while at the same time committing to the common good through 
the emerging practice of social entrepreneurship. I think it was 
unclear to most of us in the room that day how and why we were 
being summoned to live our lives in that particular way. Or, as I 
have argued through this book, we were invested in not knowing. 

The discourse of social entrepreneurship was taking off at 
places such as Brown University in the 1990s. Indeed, Brown had 
established itself as a national leader in institutionalizing entre- 
preneurial students engaged in public service. In 1986, the presi- 
dent of Brown, Howard Swearer, established one of the first en- 
dowed public service centers at universities in the country, placing 
Brown at the forefront of what the Swearer Center has called a 
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“revolution” in higher education.! The Swearer Center, much like other uni- 
versity public service centers, provides a variety of public service opportuni- 
ties locally, nationally, and abroad. As a first-year student in college in 1994, I 
began to venture into the city’s public schools through Swearer Center men- 
toring programs. As an upper-level student, I then took on paid leadership 
opportunities to facilitate the volunteering of my peers in similar programs, 
before winning a fellowship from the center to start New Urban Arts. This 
model of institutionalized public service opportunities has been replicated 
nationally. 

At their best, public service centers such as the Swearer Center play a 
productive role in forging solidarities of praxis between college students and 
their community partners, putting both in a position to produce ideas to- 
gether that contribute to more informed activism. Peter Hocking, the direc- 
tor of the Swearer Center when I was a student at Brown, and a key figure in 
advising me as I started New Urban Arts, was a strong advocate for this ori- 
entation. I have tried to write this book in that tradition. At their worst, how- 
ever, these institutions invest in the cultural and economic status of race-class 
privileged young people as they extract time, labor, and ideas from marginal- 
ized communities. In my experience, these public service institutions can be 
complex places where both processes are playing out simultaneously. 

As I participated in the Swearer Center in the 1990s, the emerging trend 
in public service was social entrepreneurship. Aspiring and privileged civic 
leaders, trained in the methods of public service, were launching and direct- 
ing private nonprofit organizations and site-managed charter schools. It be- 
came the fashionable thing to do, unlike, for example, working in local, state, 
or national government or taking to the streets to protest injustices repro- 
duced by social institutions. We were being recruited to look for a third way. 

For those of us at Brown interested in education in the 1990s, our en- 
trepreneurial efforts were undoubtedly influenced by Ted Sizer, a professor 
of education at Brown.’ At the time, Sizer was pushing forward an ambitious 
national high school reform agenda influenced by the progressive educational 
ideas of John Dewey. His “Coalition of Essential Schools” was committed to 
transforming comprehensive and vocationally oriented public high schools 
into small, intellectually rigorous learning communities.* I met Professor 
Sizer during his office hours in 1997 after reading one of his books to discuss 
my ideas for New Urban Arts. My idea for this youth-led and studio-based 
learning community was surely influenced by this locally significant conver- 
sation about small site-managed schools and the power of democratic learn- 
ing spaces. 
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What was invisible to me then, or what I was invested in not seeing, was 
how this vision for social and educational entrepreneurship safely fit within 
the political viewpoint that the state is ineffective in providing equitable op- 
portunities through, for example, district-managed public schools or even the 
redistribution of opportunity through public welfare. Market-based reforms 
have become rampant in all aspects of social life, including education, and it 
needed social entrepreneurs to play the part. In other words, the very pos- 
sibility that I could make it as a social entrepreneur, that I imagined myself 
as such, fit comfortably within a discourse that has diminished support for 
the poor and has allowed racial injustice to fester and persist. The discourse 
of social entrepreneurship advanced through the efforts of elite universities, 
enhancing the status and profitability of its young civic leaders even as their 
wider political and economic commitments were being undermined. I am but 
one example of this broader social pattern. 

After reading an early draft of this book, one reader asked me whether I 
still believed in New Urban Arts and the power of its programs. Had I changed 
my mind about the youth arts and humanities program that I started two de- 
cades ago as a social entrepreneur? As I conclude this book, I should state un- 
equivocally that I believe in New Urban Arts more than ever. Yes, I am wres- 
tling with a profound sense of ambivalence toward my own leadership. But I 
simply do not understand how poor youth, queer youth, and/or youth of color 
are expected to live their best lives in Providence, let alone survive, without 
this space of sanctuary and study, this space of joy and delight, amid condi- 
tions in Providence that have only worsened in many ways for them since the 
1990s. I cherish the fact that young people have seized the opportunity of New 
Urban Arts to trouble violent and shameful representations of them as mem- 
bers of the underclass, precisely because those representations have provided 
the ideological backbone for a full-scale attack on minoritized and margin- 
alized people living in cities during the past two decades. One front in that 
attack has been reconfiguring cities through the image of white creativity. I 
believe that the symbolic cultural practices theorized and enacted by young 
people in the storefront studio—troublemaking, the hot mess, chillaxing— 
have been so important to sustaining their lives and their political imaginaries 
during these bleak and troubling times. These times are bleak and troubling 
not only because of the ongoing violence and oppression of racial injustice, 
but the surrealist absurdity that we are still here, that this pattern remains so 
entrenched. 

But it is also true that my interpretive stance has changed significantly 
since I left New Urban Arts in 2007, and even since I started this project in 
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2012. I no longer possess a liberal commitment to creativity as a pathway for 
mobility. The reality is far more complex, and the solutions require more than 
a creative education, or market-based, race-inflected conceptions of creativ- 
ity. The solution requires political action supported by the cultural innova- 
tions of young people. This new interpretive stance has been shaped by my 
late arrival to understanding the dynamics of state-orchestrated, racialized 
class warfare in the name of creativity. Moreover, this new interpretive stance 
has been shaped by the political terrain and events that have been consuming 
the nation since I started this project in 2012. A major event for me was the po- 
lice shooting of Michael Brown, an African American teenager in Ferguson, 
a suburb of St. Louis, Missouri, in 2014, which was of one of too many extra- 
judicial killings of black people that gave rise to the Black Lives Matter move- 
ment and the renewed appreciation for the role of street protest in stopping it.4 
Moreover, austerity politics following the global recession has shown nothing 
but contempt for the poor, concluding that everyone but the wealthiest top 
tenth of 1 percent will have to do with less. I have not been exempted from 
those politics, as I have worked at public universities since I left Brown Uni- 
versity as a postdoctoral fellow in 2013, one in the United States, and the other 
in the United Kingdom. As I neared completion of this book in 2018, I was an 
active participant in the largest industrial action in the UK higher education 
sector in its history.> The #MeToo movement has also put the spotlight on men 
in positions of power who have perpetrated physical and symbolic violence on 
women across various institutions, bringing about confessions and letters of 
apology that can easily be construed as self-serving. Urban gentrification has 
also become a hot-button issue, more loudly echoed by young people who par- 
ticipated in this research project as it unfolded. The data I collected pointed 
me to the ambivalence of some youth toward New Urban Arts in light of that 
gentrification. This maelstrom has challenged me to reconsider and to recali- 
brate my own political and pedagogic commitments based on these lived ex- 
periences, as well as the ethnographic and autoethnographic evidence. 

This new interpretive stance has forced me to engage critically with the 
underbelly of the Creative Capital. That critical engagement included coming 
to terms with my own willful blindness toward the “incorporation,” as Stuart 
Hall might put it,° of marginalized youth and their youth development pro- 
grams into the logic of creative urban renewal. That is to say, their potential 
threat to power has been refracted into a system of relations shaped by cre- 
ativity, designed to shore up the power and privilege of white people. I rec- 
ognize the compromises I made through New Urban Arts, which produced 
contradictory effects for young people in the city while enhancing my own 
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profitability as a white creative. Of course, that story repeats a familiar pattern 
of white people trying to help marginalized groups only to reassert their po- 
sition. I have only illuminated this pattern within the context of the creative 
city. Moreover, I am at risk of reproducing this same dynamic through writ- 
ing this book. I am susceptible to the criticism that this book is an effort to 
make up for past mistakes, putting on display my new understanding of how 
my participation as a white creative in Providence was structured through 
racial dominance, thus “gaslighting” my way to academic promotion without 
ceding any power or resources. 

However, I hope that I have put forward a resonant and critical analysis 
of youth politics in the creative city, one that demands a critique of my own 
subject position, which is useful to the struggle for justice. Understanding how 
to engage in that struggle requires honoring the ambivalence of some youth 
toward my leadership and toward New Urban Arts. Ambivalence, it seems to 
me, is the right response to this conjuncture of the Creative Capital. After 
all, young people who have participated in New Urban Arts have experienced 
the pleasure and possibility of the storefront studio and have participated in 
transforming the city’s creative underground scene. At the same time, they 
have experienced deteriorating economic conditions and disappearing ways 
of life as white people have felt entitled to move into their neighborhoods and 
do cool things. The intellectual challenge of this book has been seeing these 
contradictory truths at the same time, recognizing that the irreconcilabil- 
ity of these outcomes can be explained through the very conditions of the 
Creative Capital itself. The vision for the city proclaimed its commitment to 
transforming “troubled youth” into “creative youth” while capitalizing on the 
cultural labor of privileged young people, often white people such as myself, 
who came to the city to attend elite higher education institutions. Those two 
demands cannot be reconciled. I did not anticipate this complexity and these 
contradictions when I started New Urban Arts in 1997 or this research project 
in 2012. With the benefit of hindsight, it is easy to see how I was a more than 
complacent in this pattern of urban renewal. I was invested in it. 

So, the reality is that my social entrepreneurship through New Urban 
Arts was never designed to level the playing field for poor young people of 
color who wanted to develop their creative practices. After all, if I wanted to 
accomplish that outcome, I would have fought for expanding arts and hu- 
manities education in schools, where the struggle for education equity is most 
important and the cuts have been most severe, as much as I did for such edu- 
cation outside schools. Moreover, I would have fought for material conditions 
that allow their creative practices to thrive throughout their lifetimes. Upon 
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critical reflection of the evidence, it is easy to see how those conditions have 
worsened in many ways for young creatives in Providence since I started New 
Urban Arts in the late 1990s. The reality is that the turn to creative youth de- 
velopment, to the teaching of creative skills, has come at the precise moment 
when there are few jobs for those skills to be put to work. 


POSTSECONDARY OPTIONS FOR THE CREATIVE UNDERCLASS 


One option for young creatives from New Urban Arts is to go to college. Yet 
college-bound youth from low-income and working-class communities will 
be doing so at the precise moment that US society is heaping unprecedented 
costs on young people that will only delay the possibility of economic inde- 
pendence, if not erase its possibility through lifelong indebtedness. More- 
over, they can work for and receive this college degree when the promise of 
higher education as a means of socioeconomic mobility is in tatters. To com- 
pete among the next generation of creative thinkers, young people from New 
Urban Arts will need to earn advanced, postgraduate degrees. Indeed, this 
new labor requirement has become the new means of social stratification be- 
cause postgraduate credentials are far more likely to be awarded to students 
from more affluent backgrounds, and, as youth studies scholar James Côté 
has indicated, the more affluent acquire more career advantages and higher 
incomes from postgraduate degrees.’ Worse still, some young people at New 
Urban Arts are being forced to navigate higher education without knowing 
their citizenship status because politicians have used undocumented youth as 
a political pawn, thus failing to act on offering protections and pathways for 
“Dreamers” as I complete this book in 2018. But higher education still remains 
the best option, even if that option is not what it once was. 

A second option is for these young people to try to make it as creative en- 
trepreneurs while they go to high school and/or college, or bypass one or both. 
Indeed, that is precisely what Monty Oum decided to do when he dropped 
out of high school and participated in New Urban Arts to refine his skills as a 
digital animator. Yet creative entrepreneurs such as Monty Oum will have to 
take this social and financial risk at a particular moment in Providence’s his- 
tory when the public safety net has been eviscerated and housing is among the 
most unaffordable in the nation. As I noted, the total expenditures for cash as- 
sistance to poor families from the state government of Rhode Island decreased 
from $51.5 million the year I founded New Urban Arts in 1997 to zero dollars 
in 2017.8 The state government passed a minimum wage local preemption law 
in 2014 that blocked local municipalities from raising their minimum wages, 
which, for Providence stood at $9.60 as of 2016.° Providence now has the 
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fourth-worst housing affordability gap for Latinx communities in the country, 
behind San Jose, California; Boston, Massachusetts; and San Francisco, Cali- 
fornia.” This unaffordability, and this hollowing out of the welfare state, has 
only compounded the risks for young creative people who might try to launch 
their own enterprises. So the expectation that creative entrepreneurship is the 
pathway to economic independence for these young people ultimately reas- 
serts the advantages of those who are poised to take advantage of their up- 
bringings and social positions because they have inherited a private safety net. 

A third option for these creative youth is to compete for low-wage service 
sector jobs in Providence while pursuing high school and/or college degrees, 
and perhaps launching a creative hustle on the side. After all, the conventional 
creative city script in Providence has been most successful at transforming 
the city into a youthful and creative symbolic economy, which, in turn, is cor- 
related with an increase in low-wage jobs in the local retail, food, and hotel in- 
dustries. Yet young people of color from working-class and low-income back- 
grounds now face fierce competition for these jobs. Historically, young people 
who have attended programs such as New Urban Arts have depended upon 
access to service sector jobs, such as working at McDonald’s. But given the 
changing demographics in Providence, and its dysfunctional labor market, 
these young people are now more likely to find themselves competing for low- 
wage jobs in upmarket cafes and grocery stores with, for example, graduates 
from Brown or RISD who stay in town and have the privilege of being able to 
choose to not get a “real job” and “stick it to the man.” 

A fourth option for young creatives is to reassert their own sense of self- 
determination by rejecting the need to get a “real job” or go to college. These 
youth can find solace and self-respect, as well as recognition, in Providence’s 
creative underground scene, which celebrates the identities and radical poli- 
tics of poor and queer youth of color. But, as I have shown, this choice repro- 
duces their subordinate class futures at the precise moment that Rhode Island 
has eviscerated welfare support and profited from their cultural labor. 

A fifth option for these young creatives is to leave Providence for bet- 
ter opportunities elsewhere. That is what Monty Oum did when he went to 
Austin, Texas, to become one of the most celebrated digital storytellers in the 
history of the web. But this pathway, too, reasserts advantages to those who 
have inherited the resources to be mobile and withstand the risks of doing 
so. National labor and welfare policy have simply not adapted to the precari- 
ous conditions of the workplace and the new geography of jobs, which would 
require new commitments to policies such as universal basic income, single- 
payer health care, and mobility vouchers. 
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As I reflect on these bleak postsecondary options now, fifteen years after 
I gave that speech at the National Young Leaders Conference, I recognize that 
I did not level the playing field through my work at New Urban Arts even as 
New Urban Arts has played a vital role in young people’s lives. This honest as- 
sessment does not necessitate a turn to despair. Instead, I have reflected more 
deeply on what it means for me to forge solidarities and commit to political 
action that dismantles the conditions of creativity that have been designed to 
reassert (my) white profitability. My hope is that my concept of the creative 
underclass can play a performative role in this particular struggle for creative 
youth justice. 


THE POLITICAL POSSIBILITIES OF THE CREATIVE UNDERCLASS 


Throughout this book, I have used the term “the creative underclass” to re- 
fer to the political subjectivity of “troubled youth” who are transformed into 
“creative youth.” I have argued that this new kind of citizen-subject has been 
key to the argument that the Creative Capital is both inclusive and trendy. But 
none of the young people who participated in this study stated that they iden- 
tified as members of a “creative underclass.” It is my term. At the same time, I 
have shown how their identity work as youth in the Creative Capital has been 
attached, if only temporarily, to the “creative” and the “underclass” aspects of 
the creative city script." As a result, I think the term is useful in representing 
the experiences and perspectives of these youth in the creative city, as much 
as it is also helpful in undermining the uncritical acceptance of creativity as a 
force for urban good. 

There were several examples of how young people’s symbolic cultural 
practices at New Urban Arts engaged with “creativity” and the “underclass” 
as discursive material. For example, Gabriela theorized how young people at 
New Urban Arts construct their identities and fashion their bodies in ways 
that trouble their position as “troubled youth,” as members of an underclass. 
Lunisol explained why she thought embracing the lifestyle of a “creative” re- 
produced her socioeconomic position as an underemployed person who might 
die from frostbite because she chose to live in an abandoned factory without 
heat during the winter. Andre found pleasure and artistic possibility in con- 
forming to and exceeding underclass representations of poor young people of 
color as culturally deprived individuals who lack self-restraint. Laura specu- 
lated on a conspiracy theory that the government wanted young people to be- 
come either broke and powerless artists, or famous and civically disengaged 
artists, in order to protect its political and economic interests. Luis told me 
that he did not think he was going to be “my guy” because he had not par- 
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ticipated in the city’s underground scene as a punk rocker or photographer. 
Theo described how they had infiltrated the creative underground scene and 
helped to transform it to affirm the identities of queer and poor youth of color 
in ways that differed from the “white hipster” scene of Boston. Each of these 
observations by young people who participated in this research show how 
they are negotiating these identities of “creative” and “underclass” youth in 
the Creative Capital. 

These examples show how this term, “the creative underclass,” can also be 
useful politically. The “under” in “the creative underclass” calls into question 
the commonsense attitude toward urban youth and creativity—that becoming 
creative is key to their future mobility. Rhetorically, “the creative underclass” 
compels us to ask, “How can someone become a member of the underclass— 
or reproduce their position as a member of the underclass—if they become 
creative?” The term itself defies the logic that is so key to justifying creative 
city politics. It breaks positive emotional attachments to a term that is so use- 
ful in building antagonistic political coalitions in the interests of whiteness. 
The conventional creative city script depends upon the assumption that be- 
coming creative is the key to prosperity for all youth in the creative city. With- 
out it, this script is simply revealed as a state-sponsored strategy to gentrify 
the city, to double down on the already guaranteed futures of white people. 

Attaching the “under” to Richard Florida’s concept of the creative class 
is also meant as a playful semantic inversion. After all, my rhetorical use of 
“the underclass” could be read as derogatory because that term has been used 
to explain poverty through cultural deprivation. “The creative class” signifies 
superior white creatives and my use of “the creative underclass” could then 
signify inferior creatives of color. But I am inverting this pejorative usage to 
speculate on what political possibilities might be opened up if the creative 
underclass is positioned as a site of political strength and opportunity in un- 
dermining the white creativity norm, not reinscribing creative inferiority and 
cultural deprivation on young people of color from low-income and working- 
class backgrounds. 

This rhetorical move came to me after witnessing the 2014 art exhibition 
Ruffneck Constructivists at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, while I was working on this book project. This art exhibition 
was curated by Kara Walker, who, incidentally, received her graduate degree 
in fine art from RISD in 1994. The show featured sculpture, paintings, instal- 
lations, and videos that together interrogated the productive power of black 
masculinity in reshaping the symbolic potential of space.” In explaining her 
curatorial vision for the show, Walker included wall text that stated, 
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I was wondering what Black Architecture would look like if there were 
enough Black architects to bring forth a spatial movement that con- 
tained all the angst and braggadocio and ego and rage that Black cre- 
atives have brought forth in other fields, particularly music, but also un- 
derground entrepreneurship, dance, “thug life,” and spiritualism. Given 
the negative forces (economic, segregationist) that have shaped space 
around Black Bodies, what questions, concerns, or psychoses might in- 
form or limit the Black Architect; and also, in what ways do folks be- 
come architects by their refusal to accept the limits of social space—who 
undermine (or mine under) the norm? To that end, Ruffneck Construc- 
tivists was conceived, a nexus between bebop, hip hop, modern architec- 
ture, state control and violently passionate self-determination.” 


After witnessing and reflecting upon this profound art exhibition in 2014, 
only two years after I completed my first round of fieldwork at New Urban 
Arts, I pondered the power of the “under” in “the creative underclass.” Given 
the negative forces that have shaped space around poor young people of color 
in Providence through the discourse of white creativity, how might a creative 
underclass “undermine (or mine under)” the white creativity norm? 

In this book, I have provided several examples of how young people at 
New Urban Arts have done just that. I turned to Gabriela, whose theory and 
practice of troublemaking shows how youth at New Urban Arts are fucking 
up white notions of what it means to be black or brown children through, 
for example, the politics of style and self-fashioning. I turned to the hot mess 
at New Urban Arts, which provides young people momentary reprieve from 
toxic and traumatic racist encounters. In the hot mess, they produce a fun and 
pleasurable environment with a healthy degree of randomness and sponta- 
neity that allow them to experiment with their creative practices and identi- 
ties. I turned to Lewis and Lunisol, who theorized how chillaxing refuses the 
suggestion that young people of color from low-income backgrounds need to 
become more productive as creatives to get ahead at the precise moment that 
fewer opportunities and supports are available to them. I affirmed the rarely 
recognized intellectuality and emotional depth of young people in the studio 
as they sit and talk, as they share love and affection for one another during 
both exciting and difficult times. And I turned to Thomas, Laura, and Luis, 
who theorized how young people of color from New Urban Arts are “infiltrat- 
ing” a creative underground scene so that it recognizes and affirms their non- 
normative black/brown creative identities. 

In this book, I have pointed out how each of these cultural practices 
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is contradictory and limited. But this ethnographic account has shown that 
young people are creating the pedagogic conditions that allow them to exper- 
iment with and transform their identities in ways that destabilize white cre- 
ativity as supreme. As such, there is rich potential in working with these sym- 
bolic practices to complement political activism that resists gentrifying cities. 


MAKING A HOT MESS OF GENTRIFYING CITIES 


In 2011, Joey La Neve DeFrancesco, a disgruntled employee of the Renaissance 
Providence Hotel, handed his boss his resignation letter as his bandmates in 
the What Cheer? Brigade, a punk brass marching band, blared their horns 
and banged their drums. Together, they walked out of the bowels of the ho- 
tel, leaving DeFrancesco’s boss dumbfounded and angry, as he held his arms 
in the air. This triumphant moment was captured on video and uploaded to 
YouTube; it has now been viewed over six million times. This labor protest 
took place at a hotel that is another symbol of Providence’s uneven renewal. 
It was opened in 2007 in a monumental Greek Revival building that was be- 
gun by the Freemasons before the Great Depression but was not completed as 
a result of that financial collapse. The building remained only a shell until it 
was completed and transformed into a hotel as Providence became the Cre- 
ative Capital. DeFrancesco resigned after a long struggle with management of 
the hotel during a unionization campaign before becoming a member of the 
punk band Downtown Boys. 

Staff members, artist-mentors, and former youth participants from New 
Urban Arts have all performed in the What Cheer? marching band over the 
years, and the band has shown strong solidarity with young people of New Ur- 
ban Arts by performing during art openings in the studio and leading street 
parades for youth participants during the end-of-the-year Art Party. DeFran- 
cesco’s protest, and the band’s strong support for New Urban Arts, challenged 
me to consider creative cultural strategies of resistance toward gentrification 
in Providence. In particular, I see parallels between DeFrancesco’s protest 
and the hot mess of New Urban Arts. They are loud, fun, irreverent, pleasur- 
able, and disrespectful. DeFrancesco’s protest does not conform to respect- 
able forms of labor protest in the same way that young people’s participation 
in New Urban Arts does not conform to respectable forms of education. De- 
Francesco disregards the notion that if he were to act more respectable as a 
worker then he could advance his career in the same way that young people 
from New Urban Arts are rejecting the notion that if they become more re- 
spectable as “troubled youth” they will experience mobility as creatives. Their 
tactics meet the absurd conditions that they have inherited with the same ab- 


CONCLUSION 


165 


166 


surdity. These tactics are so antagonistic because they are indifferent to power 
and they are invested in the pleasure and the possibilities of the protestors. 

This analysis challenges typical views of what youth resistance is ex- 
pected to look like. There is a tendency to appreciate youth resistance when 
young people are engaged in a rational and deliberate critique of their cir- 
cumstances. There is a tendency to demand a clear demarcation between 
youth resistance and youth mischief. In other words, youth political resis- 
tance is often assumed to be right and proper when it is solemn and stoic, 
planned and purposeful, perhaps even respectful of power. But when Gabriela 
and DeFrancesco engage in their respective troublemaking, they are instead 
focused on the loudness of a “huge fucking Afro” and the big horns of blaring 
bandmates. The improvisational hot mess of New Urban Arts and DeFran- 
cesco’s protest are spontaneous and unexpected. Together, people smile and 
laugh, transforming the moment of protest, the moment of creative pedagogy, 
into collective aesthetic joy that gathers force by showing little concern for the 
ideas and feelings of those in positions of power. Given the bleak conditions 
that young people have inherited, it does not seem that power has warranted 
such respect. So, it seems to me that the creative underclass can draw upon 
this strategy of troublemaking to produce a hot mess in the Creative Capital, 
demonstrating their indifference to cultural sites and individuals in the city 
who signify white gentrification, while experiencing the excessiveness of be- 
ing loud and being spontaneous. Along with their protest, they can put for- 
ward their demands for a city that honors the creativity of black and brown 
youth. 

This proposal resonates with some of the most effective and recent youth 
activist strategies against white gentrification in American cities. Consider, 
for example, Defend Boyle Heights in Los Angeles, an activist group that has 
pioneered tactics over the past couple of years that have influenced other pro- 
test movements in other gentrifying cities, including Chicago and Austin. 
These young people of color have targeted public art events, art galleries, craft 
breweries, and single-origin coffee shops that have opened up in their neigh- 
borhoods, the kind of places that Luis singled out when he discussed gentrifi- 
cation in Providence. 

In one example of Defend Boyle Heights’ protests, high school students 
harassed the performance of a public art event by playing their trumpets and 
saxophones.” Youth activists have also showed up at gallery openings chant- 
ing, “Hey! Hey! Ho! Ho! These gentrifiers have got to go!” They have screen- 
printed and sold T-shirts that read “Fuck Hipsters.”® And when a real estate 
developer rebranded a building “Mariachi Crossing,” attempting to produce 
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yet another spectacle of ethnicity in their neighborhood for more affluent 
real estate buyers, they led a successful nine-month rent strike against the 
developer.” 

Defend Boyle Heights also waged a protest against a coffee shop, Weird 
Wave Coffee. More than a dozen protestors confronted customers entering 
and exiting the shop, demanding a boycott and shouting, “Fuck White Cof- 
fee!” and referring to the shop as “White Wave” coffee. The protestors handed 
out flyers that told customers that breaking the boycott was “an act of aggres- 
sion and alignment with the racial destruction of Boyle Heights as a Latinx, 


19 One of the owners of the coffee shop, an entre- 


working-class community. 
preneur who came to the United States as a political refugee from El Salvador, 
referred to the protests as “straight-up racism, reverse racism against me and 
my friends.” 

This group has also resorted to more controversial and violent tactics, 
including smashing the storefront window of a craft brewery taproom. Their 
argument is that vandalizing property and making threats of violence are 
necessary because gentrification itself is a violent act of aggression, a not-so- 
subtle way of destructing shared ways of life. Of course, I would not advocate 
for making violent threats or destroying property. But I am calling attention 
to protest that can and should embrace tactics that produce ambivalence for 
some and anger for others, otherwise they would be neither disruptive nor ef- 
fective. This mode of resistance must be loud and fun for the protestors and 
disruptive for consumers by making visible the “collateral” of gentrification. 
Of course, the mere presence of young people of color being creative with 
their bodies and their protests makes visible that collateral. 

While youth participants at New Urban Arts might not have intended 
for their hot mess to be a crash course in how to protest, they can bring their 
hot mess into the streets of the Creative Capital in effective ways. They can 
try to have fun and be weird while they fuck up the notion that Providence is 
a cool place for white people, and upwardly mobile people, to do cool things. 
Gentrifiers need to be reminded of the costs of their symbolic actions. Young 
people can put on their T-shirts that say “Be the trouble you want to see in 
the world” or maybe even “Creative Underclass.” They can grab their fifes 
and drums. They can embody Christopher Walken and craft hell-raiser hair- 
styles. They can put on their gangster bows and poop rainbows like unicorns. 
And they can get turnt as they drown out the enjoyment of gentrifiers who are 
hanging out in the city’s new hip taprooms and galleries. Such protest—which 
is creative and pleasurable because it exceeds representations of them as 
members of an underclass who lack self-restraint—can reaffirm their identi- 
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ties and reassert the symbolic meaning of spaces for them. Policy changes in 
their favor will not come without this protest. 

Antigentrification youth activists in the Creative Capital can also flip 
the conventional creative city script by running their own place-based mar- 
keting campaign. They can leverage new forms of media coverage to tap into 
the rising discontent over gentrification. In particular, they can run a media 
campaign that is oriented toward encouraging tourists to withhold their ex- 
port income from cities until they alter local policy environment in support of 
communities that are being gentrified. For example, Fodor’s, the world’s larg- 
est publisher of English travel and tourist information, now creates a “No List” 
each year.” Fodor’s recommends destinations that people should not visit in 
order to preserve the splendor and possibility of life there. In 2017, the state of 
Missouri made Fodor’s “No List.” Several reasons were cited, including a state 
law that made it more difficult to sue employers for sexual discrimination, 
hate crimes committed against Muslims, and the extrajudicial killing of black 
people by law enforcement.” This struggle to re-represent tourist destinations 
as troubled destinations is useful in the context of Providence because, more 
often than not, tourists and visitors to the city want to see themselves as mod- 
ern and politically progressive. So advocates for youth in the city can pool to- 
gether their resources and hire their own place-based marketing agencies that 
draw attention to the grim realities for communities of color that are being 
displaced. Perhaps North Star Destination Strategies, which drafted Provi- 
dence’s rebranding strategy and claims to save “the world one community 
reputation at a time,” can be pressured to help frame this campaign and pro- 
vide these services pro bono.” 

Through calling attention to the ways in which the creative city has only 
made life more unequal for poor youth of color in Providence, this threat to 
property owners and businesses will provide leverage in altering local policy 
that serves young people’s interests—a living wage, affordable housing, rent 
control, public transportation, greater public support for youth arts and hu- 
manities programs, creative learning in schools, and so forth. Of course, the 
city and the state will claim that they have no money for this agenda and that 
it will deter capital investment. So this place-based counternarrative cam- 
paign will have to highlight the ways in which the city has provided welfare 
for affluent white people during the past two decades through the conven- 
tional creative city script in ways that simply have not trickled down to low- 
income communities of color. This pattern has repeated itself for centuries in 
Providence. Enough is enough. 

Another possible cultural protest strategy against the Creative Capital 
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could build upon the theory and practice of chillaxing at New Urban Arts. 
Chillaxing can be interpreted as a form of resistance because young people 
are, in effect, refusing the demand to be productive, to get ahead, to become 
more creative based on the false promise that creativity is key to their futures. 
Young people in Providence who participate in the city’s numerous nationally 
recognized youth programs could go on a collective youth development strike 
through chillaxing in their respective programs. In other words, they could 
attend these programs but collectively refuse to participate in them until the 
city adopts certain policies and practices that make it worth it for them to “be 
developed.” 

This mode of resistance is an important consideration because I have 
come to the conclusion that youth arts and humanities programs have para- 
doxically provided political cover for worsening conditions for youth in Prov- 
idence. Those who aspire to power can point to these programs as evidence 
that youth are being well served in Providence, even as the state takes steps 
to eviscerate support for those same youth. Moreover, these programs con- 
tribute to the narrative that if young people want to transition from the de- 
pendence of childhood to the independence of adulthood, then they need to 
invest in their own futures by participating in these programs, and in turn, 
become more creative. When this promised pathway does not pan out, then 
the very presence of these programs can be used to support the claim that the 
city provided youth with equal opportunity. So, if and when shit gets hard or 
they happen to fuck up, they are the ones to be blamed for being left behind as 
members of an underclass. 

But youth development is not going to solve the problem of a suppressed 
minimum wage that affects people of color and women most in Providence. 
Youth development is not going to solve the redistribution of wealth through 
tax subsidies for property development. Youth development is not going to 
solve the problem of newspaper outlets choosing another ethnic enclave as 
the latest trendy neighborhood to gentrify. Youth development is not going to 
solve the problem of property developers rebranding buildings in their ethnic 
and/or creative image and then raising their rents until youth can no longer 
live there. So youth and their allies are going to have to make public their re- 
fusal to be developed, to call attention to the fact that youth development sim- 
ply has not leveled the playing field. Through chillaxing, they can engage in 
the incessant and irreversible intellectuality of hanging out in the Zen Zone, 
doing nothing but talking and loving until particular policies in the city and 
the state are changed for their benefit. In the meantime, they can keep on sur- 
viving through chillaxing, because, as Lunisol put it, that is at least enough for 
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now. The counterreaction against a youth development strike will be fierce, 
using racist and classist representations of youth as lazy and shiftless, uppity 
and overly entitled. Allies will need to be poised and ready to provide soli- 
darity to these young people as they engage in such acts of resistance. If it 
is useful, Rhode Island’s “Best Role Model” from 2003 will be ready to lend 
support! And the national field of youth development will watch, wondering 
how a city with such a stellar reputation for youth development has gotten to 
this point, which will only provide young people with leverage for their own 
cause. 

White people, particularly those young people graduating from Brown 
and RISD who decide to remain in the city, will also have to continue to en- 
gage in the difficult task of forging solidarity with the creative underclass as 
they engage in their struggle for creative youth justice. To do so, these white 
creatives need to engage in their own troublemaking to fuck up what it means 
to be a white creative or social entrepreneur, undermining the ways in which 
whiteness invests in its own superiority and profitability through reshaping 
the symbolic meaning of urban space. Key to that strategy requires thinking 
through what it means to be an effective white artist-mentor to youth in the 
Creative Capital. White artists who want to do good in the creative city can 
ask how the subject position of the “artist-mentor” has been produced discur- 
sively through the logic of creative-led urban renewal. This orientation asks 
how and why white people from elite institutions are in demand to trans- 
form “troubled youth,” and who profits from that demand. That is precisely 
the kind of critical investigation that Lunisol suggested when she asked me 
why people adored me in the studio and why the privilege of artist-mentors 
was invisible to her as she formed meaningful relationships with these “real 
gems.” She wanted to know why I possessed special status as a white creative 
and why the conditions of white creativity were made invisible to her through 
arts mentoring. Deconstructing that status and those conditions with the cre- 
ative underclass can be key to forging solidarity and to thinking through new 
political possibilities for racially and class privileged creatives. 

The script for urban renewal through creativity is not final, and the fates 
of youth are not determined. But creative youth justice requires new forms of 
cultural and political resistance after more than two decades of piloting cre- 
ative youth development strategies. Through drawing on the perspectives and 
experiences of young people at New Urban Arts, I have presented some strate- 
gies for the creative underclass to undermine the power and privilege of white 
creativity in their fight for justice: 
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- creative troublemaking as a means for young people of color to fuck 
up degrading and dehumanizing representations of youth that serve 
the possessive interests of whiteness, 

- participating in an unpredictable and spontaneous hot mess that 
brings pleasure and possibility through conforming to and exceeding 
representations of them as members of the underclass, 

- taking that hot mess into the streets at key sites throughout the city 
that signify gentrification, 

- chillaxing to recuperate from the institutional toxicity that threatens 
the well-being of marginalized youth, 

- transforming the creative underground to affirm their identities, 

- place-based counternarratives that re-represent the creative city of 
Providence as a no-go destination until policies are put into place 
which serve the interests of local youth, 

- a youth development general strike, and 


- new solidarities between the creative underclass and the creative class. 


Surely, this list is only a start. Critical forms of research have an ongoing role 
to play in identifying and supporting the development of new political strat- 
egies in Providence and beyond. Clearly, Providence is not alone in refash- 
ioning itself from a disinvested and deindustrialized landscape into a youth- 
ful and creative symbolic economy. Further research can examine how youth 
programs, as well as other arts and humanities programs in other cities, have 
responded critically and creatively to various scripts for urban renewal that 
come at the expense of creative youth who lived in cities before they became 
creative. 

With these added perspectives, youth arts and humanities programs will 
be better poised to support youth as members of the creative underclass, re- 
fusing to do the work of being trained and developed, fixed and corrected 
into normative conceptions of adulthood and white creativity. Youth can be 
supported by organizations such as New Urban Arts as they oppose regimes 
of supremacy and the reassertion of whiteness that are invested in transfigur- 
ing the bodies and lifestyles of young people of color who choose creativity 
into sources of profit and spectacles of ethnicity for their land grabs. These 
regimes, playing out under the rubric of urban renewal, are always looking to 
sink their hooks into the new, the young, the trendy, the ethnic, the quirky, 
and the queer. 

So now, more than ever, youth arts and humanities programs need to 
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do what youth at New Urban Arts are asking them to do: Let them go un- 
derground and do the work of surviving and pleasure seeking. Refuse these 
above-the-ground demands, which tax their lives and render their bodies ex- 
pendable. Here, in the underground for the creative underclass, these pro- 
grams can support youth as they seek refuge during these troubled times, 
knowing that young people and their allies can reemerge on their own terms, 
living their best lives, being their best selves. And when they do, they will be 
justified in making a hot mess of the Creative Capital, fucking up white no- 
tions of what it means to be black or brown, denying from whiteness the own- 
ership of what was, is, and will be rightfully theirs—their homes, their bodies, 
their histories, their lands, their loves, their laughs, and their creative futures 
of perpetual flight. 
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